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ABSTRACT
In The Snow Outside of Farmington is a collection of fourteen stories that explore
societal ideas and constraints that relate to gender, race, and class. Several of the stories share
thematic elements of drug use, alcoholism, and sexual exploration. In these stories, characters
face marriage and relationship issues; they navigate lives they are not fully in control of, and are
bound to others by tragedy. Questions of morality arise with each new interaction. The title story,
“In the Snow Outside of Farmington,” begins the collection: it deals directly with the fractured
relationship between father and son, and the aftermath of a traumatic accident. The story is based
on the idea of the familial distance that is created by a child’s growth into adolescence.
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For those who are still sick and suffering, both inside and outside of these rooms.
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IN THE SNOW OUTSIDE OF FARMINGTON

Bennett saw him first and tried to warn his father, “Dad, Dad,” he said, but there was no
time to swerve. The man was dead before they got out of the van, the back of his head split open
on the asphalt. He looked Navajo, like the men they saw at the last store they serviced, the
Smith’s just outside the reservation. It was January in northern New Mexico and a thick blanket
of snow covered the desert. There were three-foot-high snow drifts on the shoulders of the
highway from the plows that ran all day. It was his last week of Christmas vacation. He'd
graduate in May, headed off to a college he was in no way prepared for. Bennett had no real
interest in school, but he felt that college was expected of him. His dad told him over and over
again how hard he worked to save up college funds for Bennett and his sister. His dad asked him
along on this vending route as a way for the two to try and rekindle a relationship that strained
over his time in high school. They left their house in Denver the day before, headed west to
Grand Junction and stopped at all the shitty Alco and Duckwall stores along the way, to refill
candy and toy machines, and collect the quarters that sat like a poor man's treasure under their
cloudy globes. His dad noted how there wasn’t a single good looking woman at any of the stores
they serviced. Bennett saw no one his age at all. His dad woke him at 4AM to continue the trek,
heading south along the western slope of the Rockies, and up and over Wolf Creek pass, until
they ended up here, outside of Farmington.
“Holy shit,” Bennett’s dad said, his voice hitting a higher pitch with each syllable. They
stood in darkness, shaking from the accident and the cold. A snowflake landed on the cuff of
Bennett’s jacket and melted away.
His dad crept up to the limp body and nudged it with his foot. There was no reaction so
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he kneeled and put two fingers to the Navajo's neck and checked for a pulse. He shook his head
and sobbed to himself in muffled gasps. The word fuck burst from his chest in a roar. His dad
was an intellectual, an English major who listened to NPR, and kept library hardbacks on the
nightstand, and Bennett was certain his dad had never even been in a fistfight.
Back inside the van, Bennett asked, “Should we call the cops?” He reached for the cell
phone that sat in the console below the radio. He knew that the answer was yes, that of course
they should call. But something stopped him. Maybe it was the way his dad screamed fuck
outside the van.
“I guess,” his dad said, as he chewed on the tip of his pointer finger, his eyes wet from
the wind and weeping. “Wait. I had a couple glasses of wine at dinner tonight. What if the cops
come and give me a breathalyzer? What if I fail? That's a felony, right? Is that manslaughter?
Oh, shit.” His dad put his face in his hands and leaned his forehead against the steering wheel.
“We can't just leave him out there, can we? He's lying in the road. If someone else comes
along, they're gonna flatten him.” Bennett glanced in the mirror at the corpse that lay in the
highway. He’d only seen a dead body once in his life. He was eight and his parents thought him
old enough to attend his great-grandmother’s funeral. He remembered how much makeup
someone had put on her, how fake she looked. After the funeral, the extended family stopped at
Wendy’s to eat. Bennett just stared at his hamburger. He couldn’t handle the idea of putting
something once living into his mouth.
“No, no, you're right. We need to move him. Put your gloves on and give me a hand.” His
dad pulled his toboggan down below his ears and cinched his Isotoners tight around his wrists.
His dad looked like he should be driving one of those old English roadsters when he wore those
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gloves. He just needed some goggles and a scarf to complete the ensemble.
Bennett stood at the dead man's feet and focused on his dad across from him, who stared
down at the Navajo. The wind was cold, and Bennett's eyes began to water like his dad's. He
wiped at them with his thumb and wondered how they'd explain this to Mom, how his dad might
come clean over dinner, or maybe later in bed, after Bennett and his sister had drifted off to their
own rooms, and the silence of the subdivision had lulled their neighborhood to sleep.
“Grab his feet,” his dad said. “Wait. No, grab his pant legs. We'll just move him to the
side here where he's off the road. Ready? On three.” They lifted the Navajo and waddled with
him around the van and then dropped him back onto the pavement.
“Where did this guy come from? Was he just out here walking around?” Bennett asked.
“I don’t know. He smells like booze, though. That’s how a lot of these guys die out here.
They freeze to death. Don’t even feel the cold. Why couldn’t you have just passed out on the side
of the road?” his dad asked the dead man. Then he kicked the ribs of the Navajo hard, and
Bennett almost laughed. It was weird to see his dad get angry, even if the situation called for it.
He wasn't sure if he'd ever heard his dad curse before running over the man a few minutes ago.
“Are we gonna call the cops, or not?”
“Jesus, I don't know. I think we better just leave him here for someone else to find.”
“What if someone sees us leaving?” The sky was dark and Bennett strained to see any
headlights on the horizon. The same sense of dread and adrenaline ran through him that had a
few months before, when he and some friends broke into cars late one night. They got a slim Jim
tool from an older kid they knew. He saw looks of wild glee on the other boys’ faces, but
Bennett was stricken with fear. He knew they’d be caught. He knew what they were doing was
wrong. Still, he was there. Rustling through glove boxes and trunks. Not looking for anything in
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particular other than a souvenir from their night of playing criminal.
“God damn it. What the hell am I supposed to do? Do you want me to go to jail? Is that
it?”
“No. But we've got to do something with him,” Bennett said.
“Hold on.” His dad looked around at the drift behind him. “Here, grab his legs again and
let's toss him into that snow bank.”
“So, we're just going to leave him out here?”
“He's dead. We'll throw him in the snow. When it melts, someone else can find him.”
Bennett thought of some hot college coed on her way to Lake Havasu for spring break,
discovering the dead man as she squatted on the shoulder to piss.
Bennett helped his dad pick up the corpse, they swung it back and forth until they let go
and the body sailed into the snow drift. They pushed and pulled the powder so it covered any
trace of the dead man, the snow seeping in through Bennett's gloves and making his fingers burn
with cold. His hands tightened into a fist and he had trouble unclenching them. He wondered if
this was what the arthritis felt like that his grandfather always complained about.
“Dad, I think I'm getting frostbite.” Bennett took off his gloves and blew into his fists.
“Alright,” his dad said, gasping for breath after moving snow over the body in frantic
bursts. “He's under at least a foot of this.”

From the bathroom Bennett heard the TV. His dad sat on one of the beds with his back against
the headboard, holding a cup of coffee. His face was pale, a blank slate. Bennett stood in the
bathroom doorway brushing his teeth, and wanting to say something to ease the weight of silence
between them. The TV chatter created a white noise, and Bennett knew that as soon as he hit his
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bed, he'd be fast asleep. He worried where his mind would wander as he dreamed. Would the
Navajo's face look up at him as he covered it under snow, as if to ask: Is this all? Was this what
was expected of me when I came out of my mother?
He hoped there would be something good on HBO. Something he and his dad both
enjoyed. Curb Your Enthusiasm was a favorite. Bennett filled a cup from the tap, took a drink,
and spit it into the sink. It was tepid. He was parched from burying the dead man.
“I'm gonna go get some ice,” he said.
His dad nodded, never taking his eyes off the TV. Bennett walked into the dim hall of the
motel and onto the faded carpet. His family used to make cross country trips over the summer to
see aunts and cousins, stopping along the way in places like Jefferson City, Missouri and
Amarillo,Texas. Places that seemed exotic for no other reason than they were where he wasn't
from. He and his sister would sprint down the halls of the Days Inn, barefoot and clothed in
bathing suits, their pent up energy bursting from hours on the road with nothing to do but watch
trees blur past and power lines link and relink in unending succession along the highway.
The ice dispenser was in a corner next to a snack machine. Bennett looked at the candy
bars through the glass. He wished he brought some change or a dollar with him, just now
realizing how hungry he was. They ate dinner at an Italian place his dad had chosen in the hopes
that they might have wine. His dad sat and sipped red wine while Bennett pushed the ice cubes in
his Coke around with a straw. His dad tried to ask him about girls and school. Bennett answered
the questions in monosyllabic replies. He squirmed in his chair and rolled his eyes when the
subject of a girlfriend came up. He made the mistake of bringing a girl by the house a few
months before, only to be embarrassed beyond expectation by his mother's questioning of her,
and gushing about how much Bennett had told them about her. Any upper hand he had in the
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burgeoning relationship went out the window the minute his mother opened her mouth. He
couldn't believe he was naive enough to think it would've gone any other way.
Bennett filled his bucket with ice. A woman appeared and waited to the side of him. She
was overweight and her dark hair was matted. A few of her teeth were missing and she looked
like she'd been crying.
“Excuse me,” Bennett said, as he tried to scoot past her in the small passageway. She
made no effort to let him pass.
“Know what time it is?” she asked.
“I don't have a watch on. But I'd guess it's close to nine-thirty.” He tried to force a smile
and noticed the large bruise on the woman’s neck. The center was dark purple, and the outer ring
of it was blue fading to green. It looked like one of the bruises his aunt used to get after her
husband beat her. She’d come to the house crying and seeking consolement from Bennett’s
mom.
“They took my kids,” the woman said.
“Something happened to your kids?”
“They took 'em.”
“They?” Bennett wanted to get back to the room.
“Government. They took 'em. My babies. They love they mama.” She sobbed a little, and
exhaled a breath ripe with alcohol. It smelled like the hairspray his mother used when Bennett
was young.
“I'm sorry about that,” was all he could think to say. The woman filled him with anxiety.
“You young?”
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“I'm eighteen.” He wished his dad was there with him, and not back in the room morose
with guilt. When Bennett was nine, he and a friend had been playing in an old woman's gravel
driveway, digging holes and throwing rocks. She pulled up in her car and they both scattered.
She chased Bennett down and threatened to lock him in the basement while she called her son,
who she said was a cop. He wished his dad was with him then, too.
“My oldest baby your age.” She sobbed heavier. “He ran off years ago. His daddy beat on
him when he got through with me.”
“I'm sorry.”
“My granddaddy rape me.”
“Jesus.”
“He rape me,” she said, her voice booming and echoing in the small corridor. Bennett just
stared at the woman. His natural instinct was to run down the hall, plugging his ears and trying
his best to erase the last few hours of memory. He stayed and watched her cry, tears streaming
down her cheeks, heavy mascara smeared around her eyes. She looked like a beaten panda. He’d
never seen anything as pathetic and sad.
“My babies,” she said again, almost a whisper.
“I can go down to the desk and they can help you. Would you like that?” Bennett tried to
walk past her, but she grabbed his shoulders and held him in place. She was stronger than she
looked. He wondered where someone that weak summoned their strength from.
“He died.”
“Who? Your son?” Bennett asked.
“Granddaddy. He died on me.”
“I'm sure he was old. That's what happens.”
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“He died on me, while he raped me.” The woman stared at Bennett like she could see
straight through him and there was something that interested her behind him. Bennett had
nothing. No apologies, no curses, no words of comfort. He stared right back at her, wishing he
was at home in his bed, with its soft flannel sheets, and the pillows that smelled so comforting in
winter, like a church cafeteria. He pictured his sister trapped under their own grandfather. The
image made him sick. Was anyone capable of rape? Would his grandfather be capable of a thing
like that? Was it some type of special genetic fuck up that allows someone to rape their own
grandchild? Standing in the small threshold, he questioned everything he knew about the world.
“Can I have some money?” she asked.
“I don't have any.”
“Liar.” She stomped her foot. “All you people have money. Money to spend at the
casino, but not to give to me. Not for my babies.” She shoved Bennett and he stepped back into
the vending machine. He dropped his bucket and ice spilled across the carpet. One of the
fluorescent lights of the motel hallway flickered. She backed up against the wall and slid down to
the floor, mumbling to herself. Bennett stood for a moment and thought about trying to refill his
bucket. Instead he ran back to the room and dead-bolted the door behind him.
“You okay?” his dad asked.
“There was a crazy woman in the hall. She said some nasty stuff.” Bennett sat down on
the bed across from his dad's and thought about the woman as a girl, her dead grandfather's body
on her. He pictured his sister again, with their own grandfather writhing on top. He cursed his
sick imagination.
“What kind of stuff?”
“Stuff about getting raped. She smelled like rubbing alcohol.”
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“Did she look Native? Man, we really did a number on them. Marched 'em out to the
desert, stuck 'em on reservations and turned 'em all into alcoholics.”
“She was crying and then she asked me for money. Shoved me into the vending machine.
Now I don't even have ice for my water.” He realized ice was the smallest of their problems.
“Is she still out there? I can go get us a couple bottles of water.” His dad got up off the
bed and wandered over to his shoes.
“Can you get some candy bars too?”
“Sure.”
Bennett sat alone in the motel room with all the guilt he knew: The R-movie he watched
when he was eight, knowing he wasn’t supposed to, but not wanting to look like a pussy in front
of his friends. He thought of the bare breasts he saw in that movie, and how it had made him feel
inside. There had been a tickle in his stomach, along with one in his pants. It was the same
feeling he had when he was six and found his dad’s stash of old Playboys. There was a sense of
wonder and excitement as he stared at the dark mounds of hair on the women's crotches, and
their large spherical nipples. He thought about the summer when he turned fourteen and
discovered how good it felt to touch himself. Alone at night, he had an itch down there from
some leftover poison oak, and he scratched it. But as he scratched, it felt good in a different way.
It felt so good he kept scratching until he erupted with what he assumed was piss. It was warm
like urine, but more sticky. He had health classes in middle school, but didn’t pay much
attention. He spent most of the lessons drawing Savage Dragon or the Maxx in his notebook,
while the more advanced girls in the class asked if they could get pregnant when they swallowed
after giving their boyfriends head. Bennett remembered hearing the question and assumed it had
something to do with sex, but he wasn’t quite sure. He enjoyed a few months of touching himself
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until it dawned on him that what he’d been doing was masturbation. He felt shame for the
pleasure he got from it. He made a vow not to touch himself after he found one of his dad’s
porno tapes and came on accident all over the couch. For a few weeks he managed to not jack
off, but one night he couldn’t sleep and the vow came to an end. He learned to ignore the guilt
that came with these moments of pleasure, by telling himself after each and every time he came
that he’d never do it again.

They cruised up I-25 and through Colorado Springs. Pike's Peak loomed down on them and
shadowed the land beneath it. Bennett looked over at his dad. His dad kept his left hand on the
steering wheel and flipped the clasp on his clipboard with his right. He always drove that way.
He had an aloofness to him that Bennett knew infuriated some people, and endeared him to
others.
“You gonna tell Mom?” Bennett asked.
“I guess. That's what you’re supposed to do when you're married. I always feel better
when I talk things out.”
“That was pretty messed up back there. What we did to that guy.” Bennett considered the
semi-truck in front of them that was loaded with brand new Mercedes, and how the front of his
dad’s van didn’t even have a dent after hitting the Navajo.
“You got to remember, if it hadn't been us, somebody else would've hit him. Or he
would've froze out there. Passed out or laid down in the snow. Stuff like that just happens. I feel
for the guy, I do. But he was already dead. And what if they arrested me? How would you've
gotten home? And who would pay the mortgage or buy you and your sister groceries?”
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His dad dialed in a classic rock station on the radio. The first strains of an Eagle’s song
filled the van and Bennett put his feet up on the dash, turned his head, and admired the endless
prairie to his right as it passed by. Flashing blue lights in the rearview grabbed his attention, and
he looked over at his dad, who wore a tight lipped grin. The blue lights grew closer in the mirror
until the highway patrolman switched lanes and roared past them.
“Sweet Jesus,” his dad said.
Bennett tried to think of something to say. Thank God, or That was close, or Of course
they wouldn’t be after us. None of these seemed appropriate. He breathed a sigh of relief and
looked back over at his dad whose eyes welled with tears.
“It’s OK, Dad,” Bennett said. “It’s OK.”
“What have we done? What have I done?” His dad clenched the steering wheel and
twisted his hands back and forth. The noise they made sounded like a bullfrog croaking. Up
ahead in the distance were more blue lights. Lots of them.
“Is that a roadblock?” Bennett asked.
“It’s something.”
Their van rolled to a stop behind a line of traffic that was slow to snake around the patrol
car parked across most of the highway. As they meandered past, there was a motorcycle laid on
its side and scratches on the asphalt behind it. It must’ve slid for twenty feet or so before it came
to rest. There was a teenage girl crying and motioning with her hands at the motorcycle while
paramedics loaded a sheet covered gurney into the back of an ambulance. The drunk woman
back in the motel held Bennett’s thoughts. He pictured her as she was now, lying in bed and still
trapped under the corpse of her rapist grandfather. Bennett looked over at his dad. Out past him
were the mountains, where a snow began to fall.
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WITH A DEMON ON YOUR CHEST

It's Christmas Day and you lie in bed between two girls. Not in a Cinemax After Dark
type of way. More in the sense that you all took too many Xanax after you left the bar and passed
out together fully clothed. The room is a mess. Dirty dishes and overturned ashtrays are scattered
around. Half empty beer bottles with cigarette butts floating in them. Moldy to-go containers
from every delivery place in a three mile radius. Even huddled together with these two you’re
still freezing. She told you last night that the heat had been shut off for over two months. Winter
in Portland is no place to be without heat.
You spent last night at the Water Trough with a clientele that was half hipster and half
old drunk. The girls kept referring to the old lushes as weird-ass whiteys. You’re sure the
septuagenarian sucking on her dentures and drinking Hamms at the end of the bar thought the
same of you. You played shuffleboard and drank cheap keg beer. You lost five dollars to video
poker and smoked two packs of cigarettes. You’ve woken up starving and want to get home.
According to the relic of an alarm clock, it's one in the afternoon. You compose yourself and
leave the two sleepers in bed. Their backs are to each other and they’re curled in fetal positions.
You stagger down the front stairs and out of the house. The sky is overcast, but still the daylight
burns your eyes. You start the six block walk back to your house.
You have to eat. You stumble into the bagel shop looking and feeling half dead, which is
one of your favorite things to do in your quickly gentrifying neighborhood. The expression of the
guy who takes your order is always irritation, but the fright you get from the soccer moms is
priceless. You want to assure them that the precious bundle of joy they're pushing around in that
Eddie Bauer jogging stroller probably won't end up like you. Probably.
The bagel shop is only a block from your house. Which is good— sleeping in a freezing
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house for five hours, even on Xanax, doesn't leave you feeling as refreshed as you'd like. You
have trouble forming a complete sentence when you order. The kid behind the cash register takes
your money like he doesn’t want to touch what you’ve touched. But you don’t mind. You inhale
your bagel and cream cheese. You climb the stairs to your room and crank the space heater next
to the bed. Its comforting hum always lulls you to sleep. You don’t bother getting undressed. The
comforter is a cocoon around your smoke-stenched clothing. You are asleep.
The inability to wake from your nightmares began a few weeks ago. It seemed to
coincide with your roommate telling you about his father who died of schizophrenia in a
Vermont mental hospital. He claims his dad's ghost followed him out to Oregon. You investigate
being unable to wake from sleep. You discover sleep demons, and their various incarnates. The
Filipino Batibat spirits are ugly, obese women who sit on their sleeping victim’s chest and face.
Mara, the word from which nightmare is derived, plants herself on sleepers' chests and causes
unpleasant dreams and sometimes death. The Cajuns in Louisiana call it witch riding when the
night hag visits them. She rides sleepers’ chests and crushes out their breath, and the hag is
followed by bad smells and strange shadows. You wonder why all these creatures feel the need
to straddle the chest. Seems like a quick throat choke would work just as well. The Russian
Nocnitsa and the Latvian Lietuvens are more of the same. The chest sitting might be erotic if it
wasn’t so terrifying.
You don’t believe in ghosts, you don’t think, so you read about sleep paralysis, the
scientific explanation. The main culprit is REM sleep which involves dreaming and paralysis that
is more likely to occur when someone is waking up. The brainstem paralyzes the body by
inhibiting motor neurons. When someone experiences sleep paralysis, dreaming occurs while a
person is conscious, with their eyes open. The dreams are hallucinations, just as vivid as
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anything you see when you're awake. You may not only see things, but hear and feel them too.
Now there is a pressure on your chest and you can't seem to break out of the dreamlike
state you’re in. There’s someone holding you down. You struggle to wake even though your eyes
are open. Your heart races and you inhale deeply. Is your roommate's dad’s ghost fucking with
you while you sleep? It probably has more to do with the large amounts of alcohol and narcotics
you imbibed last night. Now you’re having an anxiety attack. You wish you'd saved one of those
Xanax.
You think a shower will calm you down, so for twenty minutes you let near scalding
water cascade over your body. You’re still anxious. You need a drink. You decide to go ahead
and leave for the Christmas party at your buddy Beamer's. He lives with his girlfriend Gretchen,
whose voice is somewhere in pitch between Minnie Mouse and a Munchkin from Oz. She keeps
trying to mold Beamer into what her ideal man would be, which she is failing quite spectacularly
at. He is 35 years old, ten years older than her, and has been doing whatever he wanted his whole
adult life. You picked up a bottle of rum as a present for him yesterday. It's made by a company
called Cabana Boy and has a picture of a glistening, musclebound beefcake on it. He and
Gretchen's apartment is a short walk from your house. You can hear Gretchen's piercing tones as
you knock on the door. Beamer answers. He’s wearing a crisp, white western shirt.
“What's up, corncob?” he says.
“Hey buddy. I brought you this sweet present. I hope you don't already have one.” You
hand him the bottle and he doubles over in laughter.
“Where did you find this?” he manages to ask in between cackles.
“Liquor store up on Hawthorne.”
He invites you in and you see the spread Gretchen must’ve been working on all day.
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She's part Cuban, and that part of her knows how to cook. The table is filled with ham, chorizo
stuffing, salads, bread, and wine. You are taken back that Gretchen’s geriatric grandparents are
here.
You bring up sleep demons and paralysis at dinner. Gretchen calls you crazy. Beamer just
laughs. Her grandmother tells you about the Moncada Barracks back in Cuba. You learn this was
the sight of Castro’s first revolutionary attack on the government. The grandmother’s first
husband Juan was stationed there the night Castro raided. Juan never even made it out of his cot.
They executed him while he slept. The grandmother fled Cuba when Castro took power.
“Castro was a demon. El demonio,” she says.
“He wasn’t so bad,” the grandfather says. “Maybe a bit of a marica.” He chuckles.
“Says you, you never had to bury your husband. You and your good time amigos. We’re
lucky we got out alive.”
“Cállate.” The grandfather points to the bottle of Cabana Boy. “In Cuba we had good
rum. Real rum. Let me have a taste.”
“Don’t give this old alcohólico even a sip. He will be unbearable.” She slaps his hand
like a disobedient child. “You know before we leave Cuba, this bastardo got la gonorrea from
the town whore. I was so embarrassed. I wished I was dead.”
Gretchen has her face in her hands. You smile and feel bad for the old man. You hope
you never have to live with someone who so obviously hates you.
There is a show at a rock club up the street you want to go to. You tell Beamer and try to
get him out the door. Gretchen overhears.
“No. You're not going anywhere with him. You always come home wasted when you
guys go out. Plus my grandparents are here.” Gretchen dated your old roommate Paul and still
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blames you for their break up. Did you make him get blackout drunk and piss her bed five times?
Maybe you did. You’d met Gretchen first. You didn’t find her particularly attractive, but you
made a pass anyway. She declined. Your pride was wounded, but you shook it off. The night
Paul came home with her to your apartment, you were more than wounded. Jealous wasn’t the
word. Spiteful. You felt Paul could do better. And told him so the next morning. You and Paul
have always had a close relationship. Best friends since high school. You even joked that your
lives would be so much simpler if you both were gay. No more hateful girlfriends. No more
broken hearts. You already lived together and shared clothes. If only one of you had been born
with a vagina.
“Baby, I'm just going for a little while,” Beamer says. “ Christopher is coming by to pick
us up. He's married. His wife will freak out if he stays out too late.” He gives her the best
innocent look he can muster.
“Well, I guess if Christopher is going— but don't make a bunch of noise when you come
back in.” She forces what looks like a smile and sits down next to her grandma. Christopher’s
wife moved out six months ago because he is a complete fucking mess.
You pile into your buddy Brian's van. He’s referred to as Frankenbrian a lot of the time,
because he is 6'5 and has a giant, flat forehead. There are no seats in the back of the van. You all
sit on the floor, which is painful considering you were not blessed with any semblance of an ass.
It's a short car ride to the club and as you pull up beside it, Christopher busts out a bag of blow,
his love of freebasing one of the motivating factors in his wife moving out. When he comes to
your house you have to hide the tin foil and light bulbs. You've snorted cocaine plenty of times,
but you've never had any interest in smoking it. Until now. The bottle of wine you had with
dinner is telling you that inhaling the cloud of smoke off of this strip of aluminum foil is going to
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be a genius idea. You breathe in and the smoke burns your lungs. It's not like tobacco or weed
smoke. It’s sharp and pointy and cuts your lungs. The head rush is an out of body experience.
You feel weightless, as though you are floating in the van, which is now a celestial heaven
padded in stained blue carpet. You stand up to climb out the sliding door but your knees are
weak.
“Shit.” You wobble onto the sidewalk and Beamer puts his arm around you.
Time flies. You've been in the club for nearly four hours. Snorted enough cocaine to make your
nostrils bright red and irritated. The lights come on. You ask the bartender for one more beer.
“No, no, no,” he says. “You guys are done. Time to go home.”
You and Beamer leave out the back door. There’s a metal gate that leads to the alley, and
as you walk through it you slice your hand on a jagged piece of chain link. Your alcohol thinned
blood begins to flow like a river out of the cut. In this inebriated state you have trouble
discerning what is happening to your hand. You reach out and grab Beamer's shirt.
“Jesus man. What the hell are you doing?” he asks. You look up at the clock on a
Columbia Bank sign. It is 2:45 AM.
“Will Gretchen count this as late?” you ask.
Gretchen is sitting on the couch watching TV. It looks like an infomercial with two
midget brothers who claim to be real estate moguls.
“I thought you said you wouldn't be home late?” Her tone is hushed but angry. “And
what happened to your shirt? Is that blood?”
“This genius cut his hand and bled all over me. Everything is fine. You can go to bed.
We're going to hang out.” He gives you a smirk and a wink.
“Oh no you're not.”
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“Relax,” you tell her and pick up the bottle of rum. “We're gonna break open this
righteous bottle of Cabana Boy and have some rum and Cokes.” Before you can twist the cap
off, she is on you. She grabs your right arm and puts it in a half nelson. “Jesus,” you say. This
tiny woman has the strength of what feels like forty men— she pushes you towards the door and
in one fluid motion shoves you out. You’re reminded of when you first met. The look of
contempt as she scrunched her nose and mouth into a frown and shook her head like a
schizophrenic barometer. Your dismay at being rejected with such haste.
You sit on the front steps of their apartment building and enjoy your first taste of Cabana
Boy. It is coconut flavored and tastes like suntan oil licked off the leather skin of a retired Miami
divorcee. Yet you sit alone on those steps and drink, and pontificate on the nature of sleep
demons. The irrational fear of sleep. You were too alive to sleep when you were a kid. The act of
laying down just wasn’t possible. Now you fear closing your eyes and being alone with your
thoughts. You remember a nightmare from your childhood. There was a man who jogged
through your neighborhood. Red hair. Moustache. He’d never said two words to you. He was in
this dream where you experienced paralysis for the first time. Still vivid after twenty years. You
remember the bag that he shoved you in. It was a duffel bag. That olive green kind the Army
used. He caught you running down the street. You remember the inside of that bag. Dark and
sweaty. In the dream you wondered where your parents were. Why hadn’t they found you?
You’re not sure how long the dream lasted. You woke up in a panic and would wince whenever
you saw the man outside.
First, there is the sense of terror at not remembering how your night ended. Then
bewilderment and frustration. Finally despair. You’re on a floor that is carpeted and has given
your face a nice burning rash. Somehow you made it home. You struggle to rise. There are fresh
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holes in your plaster wall. Your cell phone has a voice mail. Silence, followed by the sound of
your own, slurred voice: Fuck you. I don't like the way you look. You know you're a piece of shit.
Followed by the sound of what you can only guess are the holes being punched in the wall. You
recorded your fight with the wall. Beautiful.
Now you see it. Perched next to your pillow on the mattress. His sculpted, glistening
body a perfection of humanity. He looks down at you. Mocking you. Cabana Boy.

19

LAMENTATIONS ON A DOG TRACK WAITRESS

Denton liked to drive. He aimed his car west and headed across the bridge into Arkansas.
His wife laid into him earlier in the morning, and he couldn’t shake the feeling of helplessness
and anger. They fought several days a week now and he was sure their five year marriage was
headed toward an end. He wished he knew how to fix it, but he couldn’t seem to ever vocalize
his emotions. He felt depressed and often wondered what it would be like to commit suicide, but
knew he didn't have the guts. It took a lot of balls to put a gun in your mouth, pull the trigger,
and spray your brains against the bathroom wall. He was more a fan of wrapping himself up in
self pity, like a warm blanket, and letting it keep him morose for days.
He saw the giant sign for the dog track from the interstate, and its boasts of all you can
eat crab legs, video poker, and two-for-one cocktails. Denton pulled into a parking space three
rows from the front, sat in his car and changed the radio station back and forth, thinking about
his wife and how much she must hate him. He closed his eyes and laid his forehead on the
steering wheel, and began his recurring daydream of living in a small town in Arizona. He’d
never even been to the state but he loved images of the desert.
“What you doing?” a voice outside the car asked him.
“Huh?” His reply was stunted by the the break from his fantasy. He’d married a Chicano
woman from Tucson.
“You okay? Wasn't sure if you were passed out in there.”
He looked up into the face of a woman about five years older than him. He could tell that
earlier in life she was quite attractive. He didn't find her unattractive now, in the sunshine of the
dog track parking lot, but the lines in her face made him feel that she might not have had the
easiest of lives.
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“I'm fine. Just resting my eyes. Do you work here?”
“Yeah, I cocktail in the bar during lunch. You just lose a bundle? Your entire paycheck?”
She took a cigarette out and fumbled through her oversized purse.
“I just got here,” Denton said, and pushed in his car lighter. When it popped, he grabbed
it and held it out the window. The waitress bent down and sucked in her cheeks, and puffed the
skinny smoke to a cherry ember.
“Come in and get a drink. Two for one all day.” She winked and smiled at him. Denton
felt himself smile back.
Two for one, he said to himself.

The first race had started by the time he walked into the bar and took a table facing the giant
window that looked out onto the track. The waitress came by and Denton read her name tag.
Carol.
“You made it inside. You want a drink?” she asked.
“I'm not much of a day drinker,” he said and watched her fingers drum a rhythm on her
hip. He saw no wedding ring. Denton began to spin his around his finger.
“We've got frozen margaritas. You want one of those? They aren't strong.”
“Sure.” He looked around the bar at the other tables. He thumbed through the racing form
and thought about placing a bet, and how on his honeymoon cruise to the Bahamas he’d played
roulette out in international waters. His nerves wouldn’t let him bet more than the five dollar
minimum each spin. He lost eighty bucks on black before he decided he didn't have the gambler's
luck and returned to his room and seasick wife.
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“Here you go. You want anything to eat?” Carol licked the margarita that spilled out over
the glass and onto her hands.
“Not right now. Maybe in a few minutes," Denton stirred the drink but didn't sip it. He
thought about the argument that morning. Not so much an argument as a one sided thrashing.
When he got yelled at, he found it hard to speak. He’d sat on the couch and let his guilt sink him
into the cushions. His wife stood in front of him and lectured about the proper way to stack the
plates in the cabinet after unloading the dishwasher. Denton stared straight ahead and felt a calm
come over him as he shouldered the weight of his wife's fury. He imagined a time when none of
this existed, when he was still full of ambition and independence. He wasn't that old now, he'd be
thirty-three in December, but this marriage drained his energy. He knew the burden of
responsibility, the need to provide for himself and his wife. Fear of failure, that’s what made him
responsible.
In the last few months, his life ceased to function with any ease. His movements were
scrutinized and his actions were taken out of context and spun in directions he never would’ve
imagined. Denton even tried moving out, more than once. He'd sleep on a friend's couch, but
always returned home in the morning, unrested and remorseful. The luxury of a clean house and
a warm bed was hard for him to part with. His married life would resume where it left off, and
for several days he and his wife would be OK.
He watched his margarita melt in front of him. He put ten dollars on a dog named
Crazylupe to show and spent the last twenty minutes waiting for the race to start. Denton always
liked dogs. When he was a kid, he found a Boxer mix running loose in the neighborhood. He got
his mom to let him keep the dog, who was sweet to him and his brothers, and they named him
Champ. The other dogs on the block didn't get as warm a reception, and over time Denton
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watched Champ nearly kill a Malamute and rip half a Dalmatian's ear off. They got Champ
neutered, thinking it would help his temperament. It only made him fat.
“I'll take one more, and give me some chicken fingers and fries too," he said, and got a
good glance down Carol's shirt as she bent over to wipe the water from where his glass had
sweat onto the table. He looked away in a moment of bashfulness even though he often
fantasized about other women, the most frequent being a cleaning girl from work. The aisles
between the cubicles at his office were narrow, and he made a habit of walking down them as
she vacuumed. She'd smile and turn to the side so Denton could pass but he always managed to
brush his crotch up against the middle of her ass. He'd head straight to the bathroom and lock
himself in a stall, picturing the young Guatemalan girl in various sexual positions, getting
himself off quick before a co-worker walked in.
The lure shot out along the rail and the dogs flew out of the gates. Denton wanted to get
up and yell, to tell Crazylupe to run her scrawny ass as fast as she could. He sat and clutched his
betting slip, and muttered under his breath, "Fuck. Come on dog, come on." Carol sat down
across from him and put two shots of tequila and his basket of food on the table.
"Well, I’m done. That was the slowest shift I've had in the two weeks I've been here. I
figured you wouldn’t mind buying us a couple of shots. Cheers, buddy," she said and held up her
shot. Denton was preoccupied with the race.
"Come on dog, come on," he said, loud enough for Carol to hear.
"Oh, you got some money on this one?" she asked and turned to watch the race. It was a
dead heat between Crazylupe and three other dogs. Denton's pick finished second behind a
brindle named Outback Jack.
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"She placed, that fucking dog placed." Denton smoothed out the wrinkled slip on the
table and smiled.
"How much did you win?" Carol asked.
"I'm not sure. Going up to the window. I’ll get us another round."
"Alright." She smiled, which made her crow's feet deepen. "I'll take a Long Island."
He walked through the bar and out into the lobby and its bright fluorescent lights. He
handed his slip to the woman behind the counter and Denton left the window clutching ten, crisp
one dollar bills.
Denton bought more drinks and between drags of cigarettes Carol rattled off the
milestones of her life. She’d raced midget cars on a dirt track outside Fresno. Skydived over
Mexico. Been an extra in a Tarantino flick. Broken a boyfriend’s jaw after he tried to put his
hands on her.
"Why’d you come back here?" Denton asked. His shoulders felt lighter, and the guilt
from the morning had vanished and been replaced with elation. He smiled at Carol.
"My mom died. Pancreatic cancer. She owned a small, shitty house and left it to me. Got
a lawyer in Jonesboro who's handling the sale of it. After I get everything squared away I'm
heading back to California." Her hair hadn't been bleached in a while and her dark gray roots had
begun to show. Denton wondered how long it'd been since she wore her hair natural.
"What's your story? Obviously you're married or do you just wear that ring for show?"
Carol eyed his wedding band and Denton felt self-conscious.
"Married. Not sure for how much longer."
"Trouble in paradise, huh? Well, I’ve learned it's always the other person's fault," she
said, and laughed a low chuckle. Carol slipped her shoe off and slid her foot over Denton's and
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up his calf. It moved past his knee and onto his crotch. His Adam's apple felt like a softball in his
throat. Carol grinned at him.
Denton blushed and looked out the large window onto the empty dog track. Was he ready
for this? He daydreamed about sleeping with other women all the time, but he never made any
real effort to. Now the opportunity had dropped in his lap. His wife would never know. How
could she? He’d never been to this place, he never watched the dogs run. But the guilt. My God,
the guilt, he thought. She would know the minute he walked through the front door. She’d see it
on him, smell it on him, know for sure. Then he’d be out on his ass. And the divorce. She’d get it
all. Her uncle was a high powered divorce lawyer. He’d ruin Denton. Ruin. But the sex. How
could he turn down the sex?
"Want to see something cool?" she asked. Carol stood up and held her hand out to
Denton.
“I guess.” He gathered himself and tried not to think about the squalor he’d live in after
the divorce.
They headed down a back stairwell into the catacombs of the dog track. Two double
doors led them into the kennel. The air became thick with the smell of the greyhounds and
Denton gagged.
“You get used to the smell,” she said.
There were cages stacked two high. The greyhounds looked like they’d welcome a bullet
to the head.
“Do they live in there?” He had a hard time believing any living creature could spend
more than five minutes down here.
“They get out for around three hours a day. Look, this is what I wanted to show you.”
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“What’s special about this one?”
“It’s your dog. The one that won you that ten bucks.”
“Oh yeah. She looks pretty worn out.” Denton stuck two fingers between the bars of the
cage. Crazylupe lifted her head to acknowledge him, and then dropped it back between her paws.
“I guess she doesn’t like scratches.”
“I don’t think she really knows what they are. Don’t get a lot of attention.”
“Doesn’t somebody take care of them?”
“There’s a kennel hand that feeds and waters them. I think he forgets some of them.”
Carol nodded at an emaciated greyhound two cages over. “I raised Labs. Had these two Goldens,
Butch and Sundance, bred them for years. Butch, the mama, was so sweet. Always had a grin on
her face when she looked after her pups. You know those grins dogs get?”
“Yeah.” Denton pictured Champ and his smile after chasing a cat.
“I’ve never seen one of these girls grin. Maybe they’re smiling while they’re out on the
track. Not sure since they keep them muzzled.” Carol lit up a smoke.
“They let you smoke in here?”
“No one gives a shit. These dogs, they run their asses off out there. Then nothing. Get
locked up until the next time they race. Don’t even have any chew toys.”
Denton had tried to convince his wife to get a dog. She was a cat person. They had two
calico bastards running around the house. Hated Denton. The scabbed over claw marks formed
abstract patterns on his shins.
“Once, when I was a kid, I shot a blue jay with a bb gun. Didn’t kill it with the first shot.
Me and my buddy walked over to where it fell and watched it. Its little eyes blinked every few
seconds.” He scratched at the stubble under his chin. “Decided to put it down so we shot it again
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point blank. Still moved. Ended up dumping about ten shots into it. Left it there breathing
shallow with its eyes wide open.”
“I learned to shoot guns early. Went hunting with my daddy. He dressed the deer right
there in the woods. Every once in awhile he’d mistake a button buck for a doe and curse himself
silly.” She dropped her smoke and snubbed it out. “I came back before my mom died. She was
on her way out, but I was here for the end. The last three weeks of her life where she was just a
sack of flesh. No energy, no life. But her organs still functioned. Her heart still pumped.”
“That sounds terrible. I’ve never lost anyone close to me.”
“Really? Not even a grandparent?”
“Both sets still very much alive. I had a few dogs when I was a kid. But nothing like what
you’re talking about.” Denton took a long look at the oily concrete walls. “You bring guys down
here a lot?”
“Honestly, you’re the first guy who’s come in while I was working that still had all their
teeth.” She played with a strand of her hair and avoided Denton’s eyes. “You seemed strange out
there in the parking lot. But in a good way. You seemed calm.”
“I guess I was kind of meditating. You ever been to Arizona?”
“Sure. Lots of times. Why?”
“I’ve never been.”
“You should go.” She lit up another smoke. “Got a six pack of Corona back in the mini
fridge. Want to come up to the room?”
“It doesn’t bother you that I’m married?”
“Should it? Seems like if I was bothered, you wouldn’t be standing down here with me.”
She took a deep drag and blew the smoke out her nose. “I’m lonely Denton.”
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“Me too.”
Carol stayed on the second floor of the two story motel. Her room smelled like stale
cigarettes. The bed was unmade. Her suitcase sat on the floor and clothes spilled out of it onto
the faded, burgundy carpet. An analog TV sat above the mini fridge that Carol took two beers
from.
She unbuttoned her pants and shimmied out of them, taking a seat on the bed. Denton lay
down next to her, with his back up against the wall where there should've been a headboard.
Carol reached over and touched his face. She kissed him and her mouth tasted the way the air of
the room smelt, stale and bitter. They lay there like that. Carol with her head on his chest. On the
wall was a painting. A generic landscape of the American west. He wondered whose job that
might be, the one in charge of finding paintings for all the rooms of a weekly motel in West
Memphis.
Denton walked to the window and pulled back the dingy gold curtains. In a breezeway on
the ground floor he watched a man feed and refeed a crumpled dollar bill into a Coke machine.
Would that man judge him? Or was he someone just like him, with a wife and a house and a
sense of dread that lived deep inside his stomach. Did that man dream of Arizona and painted
deserts?
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EAGLE’S NEST

Jimmy Davis blew his brains out senior year. He laid his father’s Glock onto his tongue,
and must’ve gagged as the barrel hit his uvula. When he pulled the trigger the gun was pointed
straight up into his sinus cavity. Jimmy’s eyes, nose, and the rest of the top half of his face
sprayed like burgundy rain onto the ceiling and the two corners of wall that his four poster bed
was tucked into. The force from the kickback chipped off several of his teeth. The gunshot
echoed down the stairs and into the kitchen where his mother sat with a glass of chardonnay, and
by the time she reached Jimmy’s room his face was just an abscess dripping onto the pillowcase.
That was the rumor, anyway. It might’ve been a clean shot right out the back of his skull. High
school gossip almost never got it right.
We all knew why he did it. He’d been on steroids since he made Varsity freshman year.
Human growth hormone. PED’s. Whatever he could get ahold of to make him bigger, stronger,
and faster. The scouts started coming sophomore year and by the end of junior year he signed a
letter of intent to Nebraska. He was set to be their starting fullback his first year of college, but
the juice was dragging him down. Everyone in school had seen his mood swings, seen him
sobbing behind the vending machines. Coach Holt kept telling him to nut up and to quit being
such a pussy, to think about how proud his parents must be, and how every other guy in school
would trade places with him in an instant. And wasn’t his girlfriend Marcy the finest piece of ass
at Eagle’s Nest High, or in the city, and possibly the entire state of Colorado? Coach Holt said
men twice Jimmy’s age would bend over backwards for just five minutes with her. What Coach
Holt didn’t know was that Marcy had banged out Brent Miller in a hot tub in front of half the
defensive line at her best friend’s birthday party. Jimmy came back home from a campus tour of
Nebraska to his teammates’ wild tales of Marcy in a three-point stance on the edge of a jacuzzi
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with Brent Miller thrusting his heart out behind her. McGwire had just hit his 70th home run, and
over in D.C. they were trying to impeach Clinton. It was the end of September.
There was a school-wide assembly to address Jimmy’s tragic demise. Principal Scates
gave a fifteen minute drone on empathy and how we should all be looking out for each other’s
feelings— how if we see someone sad, we should give them a hug and ask them to talk. Marcy
sat in the front row with a frozen look. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t frowning either. Her
nose didn’t wiggle and her eyebrows didn’t raise. She sat like a statue while her girlfriends
sobbed around her and buried their faces in their boyfriends’ brawny chests.
The assembly ended and I watched Marcy walk out alone. Her face thawed into the look
of someone feeling the throat crushing pain of grief and guilt, the look of knowing they pushed a
person to a point of so much self loathing that he blew his fucking face off. I followed her into
the parking lot and out to her car.
Marcy started dating Jimmy our freshman year. She’d been in a few of my math classes
at Eagle’s Nest, but I’d had a thing for her ever since we played spin the bottle at Bonnie
D’Marco’s graduation party the last day of eighth grade. I watched every guy there get their
seven minutes in heaven with a girl in the storage closet under the stairs. I finally got my spin
and it landed square on Marcy. Her eyes got wide and her cheeks flushed, her friends gasped and
pointed, helping her up as she giggled. I sat Indian style on the floor until the kid next to me
punched me in the shoulder and said, “Get up, dickhead.” In a mechanical state I grabbed
Marcy’s hand and we walked into the closet.
“Have you done this before?” she asked, after we stood an inch from each other’s face in
the dark for far too long.
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“Sure. Lots of times,” I said, lying through my teeth and hoping she wouldn’t tell every
girl in school I was a shitty kisser and that my breath reeked of Fritos.
“Oh. Can we try?”
She leaned in and put her lips to mine and our top front teeth clicked together. I pulled
my head back but she came at me again, this time opening her lips wide and stabbing her tongue
into my mouth, a virgin’s idea of a passionate kiss, the taste of strawberry wine still sweet on her
breath.
Our tongues throttled each other's mouths, and with as much tact and courage as I could
muster, I slid my palm up under her shirt and onto a pillow of adolescent breast. My hand froze
there, unsure of whether to squeeze, massage, or twist. A bead of icy sweat ran down the side of
my ribcage.
“Seven minutes,” someone yelled.
The closet door swung open and the rest of the party were witness to us in our awkward
dance, me with a handful of titty and a raging hard on, and Marcy with her tongue lapping at my
lips.

“That assembly sucked, huh?” I yelled in Marcy’s direction. Her head was down as she fumbled
with her keys.
“What’s that?”
“The assembly. It sucked ass.” I posted up on her passenger side door and crossed my
arms on the roof. She looked up at me and almost smiled.
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“Yeah,” she said. “It was long.”
“Where you headed? Want some company?”
“I’m just going home, she said. “I’m tired.”
She looked it, too. Purple bags under her eyes and cheeks that started to sink in.
“Thought you might want to hang out. It’s been forever,” I said. Hitting on a girl whose
boyfriend had just blown his head off might seem creepy, but fuck Jimmy. He had Marcy for
three years. If Bonnie D’Marco had given us a little warning, we could’ve had our shit together
when the door flew open and maybe Marcy wouldn’t have bolted out of that closet and run
straight home, spending the rest of the summer down at her dad’s house in Santa Fe.
“I’ve got some weed, if you wanna get high.”
“Really?” She pulled a pack of Marlboro Lights out and threw her purse into the back
seat. “Yeah,” she said, lighting a smoke and narrowing her eyes. “Let’s get stoned.”
Marcy drove a Civic. It was twenty years old and had manual windows. We headed out
of the parking lot and drove to an open field up on a hill that overlooked the new Wal-Mart being
built. I rolled a blunt and we proceeded to fill the Civic with clouds and clouds of smoke. We got
really high and still.
“You gonna be dating Brent now?” I asked.
“What? Why would I be dating Brent?”
“Well, you know. You guys were in that jacuzzi together.”
“Oh, fuck. Don’t give me that shit.” She looked out west toward the mountains. “You
weren’t there. All you and everybody else heard was what those assholes from the football team
said.”
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“So you guys didn’t fuck in that hot tub?” I rolled a ball of resin between the tip of my
thumb and index finger.
“I’d mixed GHB with my vodka. I don’t even remember most of the night. You think if I
was gonna cheat on Jimmy, I’d really do it with Brent fucking Miller? In front of the football
team?” Tears welled in Marcy’s eyes. They weren’t tears of sadness, though. She was pissed.
“I guess I hadn’t really thought about it like that,” I said. Her logic was sound. Brent
Miller wasn’t the best looking guy. In fact, he wasn’t attractive at all. He had the remnants of a
harelip and his eyes were set too close together.
“I’d never even taken GHB before. Someone told me it was fun to party on. What you
didn’t hear, what no one else heard, is that I was basically passed out standing up. He raped me.
Brent Miller raped me in front of a crowd and no one said shit. And now Jimmy’s dead and
everyone thinks I’m a whore.”
We sat in silence and watched the orange glow of the sun fade behind the Rockies. The
emotional weight of what she said didn’t process easy. My stomach knotted. I studied her face.
She wasn’t the same girl I carried a flame for these past few years. She was someone new. It’s
like she’d been rebuilt from the ground up. A T-1000 model Terminator formed from fear and
humiliation. Something in me wanted to stroke her hair and tell her that what people thought and
said about her was bullshit, that none of it mattered. But I knew that was a lie. I knew it then and
I know it now. Everything matters when you’re seventeen.
“If I’d been there, I wouldn’t have let that shit go down.”
“Sure,” Marcy said. “You would’ve been my knight in shining armor, right? Give me a
break.”
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“I don’t put up with bullshit,” I said, and lifted my sweatshirt to reveal the .22 tucked into
my waistband.
“Jesus Christ. What are you, some kind of gangbanger?”
“I started selling a lot of weed last year. Can’t trust people.”
“Have you ever shot anyone?” Marcy asked.
I paused for dramatic effect before I answered. “Nah. Never had to.”
“Would you shoot someone? Someone like Brent Miller?”
“I might shoot him if he came at me crazy like. But I’d definitely fuck him up just on
principal, for what he did to you.”
“Can I see it?” Marcy wiped snot from her nose with the sleeve of her jacket.
“What?”
“The gun. I want to hold it.”
“Sure.” I handed her the gun and watched as she moved it back and forth in front of the
steering wheel. She raised it and took aim at something out the windshield only she could see.
“Are you hungry?” She dropped the gun in her purse. “My stomach’s growling.”
“Yeah. I guess you’re borrowing that?”
“For a minute. I’m starving.”
“OK. Hit up that Conoco down there.”
Marcy weaved her car down the drive and turned onto Parker Road and its four lanes of
traffic, full of dads coming home to their zero lot line houses, families, and minivans. The sun
was gone and the sky had turned to the purple tint of early night.
“You remember that night in Bonnie’s closet?” she asked.
“I remember you got out of there pretty quick.”
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“I ran home and cried my eyes out. I was afraid everyone was going to think I was a
slut.” She ashed her cigarette out the top of the window. “That was my biggest nightmare. It
didn’t matter that all the other girls had been in there too, because no one had seen them. No one
knew what they did in there. But they saw me, they saw us. I didn’t want to end up like Sonia
Ramirez.”
“Oh, shit,” I said, laughing. “I forgot all about her. She’s the one everybody said fucked
that hot dog, right? At Skate City?”
“Yep.”
“Sonia Ramirez. Man, her life must’ve sucked after that.”
“That’s why I started going out with Jimmy in the first place. I wanted a boyfriend so no
one could call me a slut,” Marcy said.
I could see Sonia Ramirez’s face as she walked down our seventh grade hall. The girls
were vicious. Their taunts would’ve made the most grizzled of Marines blush. She left school in
the middle of the week, transferring across town or home schooled, nobody knew for sure.
The strong smell of gasoline hit my nose as we pulled into the Conoco parking lot. The
moon was giant above the building. “You wanna go see a movie or something?” I asked before
we headed in.
“Maybe. You got any more of that weed?”
“Got a joint in with my Camels.” I held the door for Marcy and she smiled a little smirk,
a hint of joy.
“I’m gonna get some nachos.” She walked up to the counter and grabbed a plastic tray. I
watched her pump the piping hot cheese onto her chips. She had a pattern— left to right, up then
down. It was a dance, and it was beautiful.
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We headed out of the Conoco and Marcy decided she wasn’t in the mood to see a movie
anymore.
“Ever been to Cheyenne?” I asked.
“Wyoming?”
“Yeah. It’s only two hours from here. We could go up and get some fireworks. You got a
curfew?”
“No,” she said.
“Me either. As long as I’m in bed when my mom gets up in the morning, otherwise she
blows up my pager.”
We headed up I-25, wrapping around the city and its skyline. The northern suburbs
passed us one after another. Westminster. Thornton. Northglenn. Then expanses of prairie. The
sky outside of the city was bright with stars and Marcy eased back in her seat.
“You ever had Taco John’s?” I asked. My seventeen-year-old mind tried its best to keep
Marcy engaged, to dazzle her with my knowledge of exotic Wyoming and its alien brands.
“What’s that?”
“It’s this Mexican fast-food place.”
“Like Taco Bell?” she asked.
“No, no. It’s different. It’s super Midwest. They got one in Cheyenne.”
We cruised along and I got sentimental and anxious, the cramped car spinning my mind
and fucking with my teenage hormones. I wanted her. Hadn’t we bonded? Wasn’t this the part of
the movie where the guy leans over and plants one on the girl? I was too chicken shit to try and
kiss her, but my mouth opened up, and words I could never cram back in started falling out.
“I’ve loved you forever.”
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“What?” she asked.
“Since that night at Bonnie’s. It should’ve been me you went with the last three years.
I’m glad Jimmy’s gone. He didn’t deserve you. He never cared about you the way I do.”
“Oh,” she said.
Marcy rested her hand on the gear shift and I laid mine on top of hers, on top of her
rough, dry knuckles. She winced at my touch and pulled her hand away, flipping on her blinker.
“I need to stop here,” she said.
We pulled off at a truck stop outside of Windsor, and I sat in the car while she walked
inside to use the bathroom, or to pay for gas, or to just get away from me. She didn’t say which. I
watched her through the pane glass of the building as she traversed the aisles, picking up candy
and chips, and setting them back on their shelves before heading into the women’s room. I
thought of the .22 in her purse, and wondered if she thought of it too.
When she got back to the car she had a smile.
“We good?” I asked.
“Yeh.” She threw a pack of smokes onto my lap. “Can you open those?”
“Sure.”
She pulled back onto the access road and headed away from the highway, toward
nothingness and prairie under the wide night sky. After a few miles she must’ve found what she
was looking for. We stopped twenty feet in front of a speed limit sign. We got out of the car and
she lit up a fresh smoke and took the gun out of her purse.
“You know what it feels like to be sexualized?” she asked. “When even an old guy
behind the register at a bumfuck gas station feels the need to tell you you’re pretty?”
“No.” I had my hands in my hoodie and tried not to look her in the eye.
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“It’s the same thing with you. What was that shit in the car? You’ve loved me forever?
You think I want to hear that? Especially now?”
“I guess not.”
“Yeah, you guess not. Thought for once one of you motherfuckers was just being nice.
Like you might actually want to be my friend without trying to fuck me.”
“I was. I mean, I do.”
She raised the gun and fired it into the sign. It kicked back and knocked her a little off
balance. She steadied herself and fired again. This time she didn’t move. She let out two more
shots. Then three. Finally unloading the entire clip into the sign.
“Got any more bullets?”
“That was it.”
“Here.” She tossed me the gun.
Her hair was bathed in the glow of the Civic’s headlights, and I thought then that we’d
never make it to Cheyenne, to the fireworks, to Taco John’s. We’d turn around and head back
home in silence, with the wind finding its way in through the sparse trim around the windows.
The two of us cold and stoned, and wishing we were someplace warm.
“Give me that gun back.” She held out her hand. “How late do they sell bullets in
Wyoming?”
“Not sure.”
“I guess we’ll find out.”
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MINNESOTA STRIP

Vincent watched her from twenty feet away. He took another sip of beer and checked his
phone. Thirty minutes before last call. The band finished and the club’s stereo switched to Al
Green singing. Loving you whether, whether, Times are good or bad, happy or sad, And if you do
me wrong, I just might leave you alone. Vincent hadn’t been laid in weeks, and sexual
withdrawal was getting the best of him. He wore himself out looking at porn. Even weird shit
like foot fetish and granny videos, it just didn’t substitute for the real thing. A human touch, a
familiar smell and taste— he needed those things. It’d been six months since he and his
girlfriend Adrienne split, and he couldn’t shake the regret of the whole thing, a tinge of guilt and
sadness, knowing he was the one who caused it— too much partying, too much self indulgence.
Vincent had never been so morose over a woman before. Adrienne was special, and he knew it
then, like he knew it now, but still he watched the relationship end in slow motion, like the
replay of a knockout in a title fight.
He eyed the girl at the bar. She had a tattoo of a bug on the inside of her wrist. A beetle,
or a cockroach, or some shit. Her friend walked away and left an opening at the bar. He sidled up
next to her and held his beer up, tapping it to get the bartender’s attention.
“Hey,” he said to the girl. “I think I know you.”
“Oh yeah? How’s that?” She played with her drink, stirring the few, unmelted ice cubes
around.
“I think I’ve partied at your apartment. Your roommate, her name’s Charlie, right?”
“Yeah,” she said. “We have lots of parties.”
“My name’s Vincent. Your’s is— Rebecca?”
“Rae. My name’s Rae.”
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“Can I buy you a drink, Rae?”
“Sure. I’ll let anyone buy me a drink.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled. He
thought this must mean he had a chance. But she could also just love free drinks.
Vincent bought her a double vodka soda. He asked her about the tattoo on her wrist, and
she said it was a blister beetle, an Oregon native— like herself. She was born and raised in
Portland, not like the thousands of transplants who’d moved there in the last few years.
Rae said: “They’re called blister beetles because they secrete cantharidin, a blistering
agent. You know Spanish Fly?”
“Like the stuff that’s supposed to get you laid?”
“Yeah. They made it from cantharidin. Specifically from lytta vesicatoria, this emeraldgreen beetle that’s in the Meloidae family.”
“What are you, a scientist?”
“Nah. I wanted to be an entomologist. Hence the beetle tattoo.”
“What do you do instead?”
“Drink a lot, mostly.” Rae laughed
Vincent considered Rae, and her beetle tattoo. She was pretty, with straight black hair
and olive skin. She looked Mediterranean. Lebanese, or Greek, maybe Syrian, he thought.
Twenty minutes later he piled into the backseat of a cab with Rae. Their knees bumped
together along the ride, with a sensual brush of denim every time they came to a red light. A
handful of people waited under the awning in front of the girls’ building. Vincent knew two of
the guys, and greeted them with high fives and fist bumps. Rae lived just on the edge of sketch—
two blocks east of them you could buy all the meth you wanted.
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They walked into the apartment and she headed for the stereo. Vincent followed and
leaned into her ear. “I’ve got some blow. Not enough for everybody, but you and me could sneak
off to the bathroom, if you want.”
“For sure,” Rae said. “Let me put this record on.” She pulled out an old Morris Day
album, and the beginning notes from “Jungle Love” followed them into the bathroom. Through
the door Vincent could hear the Time backing Morris up, and the lyrics buzzed into his ear. I've
been watching you, I think I want to know ya, I am dangerous, Girl I want to show ya.
“You do a lot of coke?” she asked.
“No more than anyone else I know,” he said. Vincent watched her as she bent over the
toilet to snort the rail off the back of the tank. Her shirt rose and exposed the small of her back.
“You a big Morris Day fan?” he asked.
“I mean, everything from Minneapolis around then was incredible, don’t you think?
Morris Day, Prince, The Replacements, Husker Du. There must’ve been something in the water
back then.”
“Yeah, I love the Mats. Prince is one of the best guitar players ever. Really underrated. It
always seemed funny to me that he came out of Minnesota.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, you know. He’s black. Seems like he should be from Detroit or somewhere, not
Minnesota.”
“Black people can’t be from Minnesota?” Rae gave him a quizzical, raised right eyebrow.
“It’s just, Minnesota’s so, white, you know? I don’t really think of that place as having a
lot of soul.” Vincent hunched over and snorted his line. “But, Purple Rain, that was awesome.
When he left Appolonia in the lake? Pure genius.”
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“Yeah. That was good.” Rae’s jaw seesawed back and forth from the stimulants that ran
through her blood. They stood chest to chest, and Rae put her hand around the inside of his
elbow. Vincent leaned in and kissed her, gently at first. Rae shoved her tongue into his mouth
and then pushed him back.
“Let’s go out to the party.” She adjusted her hair and checked her nose in the mirror,
wiped away any remnants of the blow.
“Right.” He adjusted himself and tried to hide his hard-on, which caused him some pain.
“Come hang out.”
Vincent did as he was told. He went out into the living room with Rae, and drank beer,
and laughed, and listened to old, scratchy vinyl records. Rae knew her tunes, not just punk rock,
but hip hop and soul, too. She put on an Equals record and Vincent sang along: Come back,
Baby, come back, This is the first time until today, That you have run away, I'm asking you for
the first time, Love me and stay.
“I fucking love this song,” Rae said.
“I know. Listen to that bass line. It just doesn’t stop. Drives the whole thing.”
They sat together on the couch and Rae leaned over and laid her head in his lap. She
looked up at him and he brushed her hair back off her forehead.
“You want to smoke a cigarette? she asked.
“For sure.”
Rae stood up, grabbed his hand, and pulled him behind her toward the small balcony off
the living room. They stood outside, not talking, just smoking and looking off at the dawning
sky, the purples and pinks of morning taking over the deep blue hue of night.
“You been in Portland long?” she asked.
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“Almost six months.”
“Where’d you move from?”
“Denver.”
“What made you leave?” Rae asked.
“I just needed a change of scenery.” This was a lie, and Vincent knew it. He left Denver
sheepish, with his tail tucked between his legs, after having a final fight with Adrienne. He
screamed at her at the bar in front of everyone he worked with. He woke up disoriented and full
of self pity. There were messages on his phone from his boss, his co-workers, Adrienne. They all
said the same thing— no one wanted to see him. If they did, there’d be trouble. He’d been
burning bridges for a while, but Adrienne had stuck by him, even as he watched himself make
mistake after mistake. Her voicemail said she was sick of apologizing for him, for defending
him, of having to convince people he wasn’t an asshole. You’re an asshole, she said. Those were
her last words. He boxed up his shit and threw it in his truck. Left his furniture in the room of the
house he shared with four other guys, jumped on I-70, and headed west into the mountains, on
into Utah, up through Idaho and into Oregon, not stopping until he hit Portland.
“Looks like everyone left,” Rae said, looking through the glass of the French doors that
opened up onto the patio.
“I guess I should get going, too,” he said.
Rae stood leaning against the railing of the balcony, blowing smoke rings out into the wet
morning air.
Vincent flicked his cigarette and watched it sail three stories down to the alley below. A
stray cat strutted by and sniffed it with suspicion.
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“You don’t have to leave,” Rae said. Her eyes were pinkish-red with fatigue. “You can
crash on the couch.”
A sly smile crept across her face. She walked past him and into the apartment. He
followed her past the couch and down the small hallway into her bedroom. She shut the door and
plugged her phone into the small stereo she had on her dresser. The dissonant organ notes of
“Award Tour” buzzed from the speakers. Rae danced around the room. We on Award Tour, with
Muhammad my man, Going each and every place with the mic in their hand. Rae sang as she
shimmied out of her jeans and he climbed between her legs, pulling her shirt off over her head.
She wore no bra.
She guided him into her, and they started the movement of what should’ve been an
awkward first time together. But it wasn’t. Vincent wasn’t sure if it was the early morning hours,
or that they just physically meshed, but it was good sex. Honest sex. He took it slow, not wanting
to cum too soon, not wanting this physicality with another human to end prematurely. Rae made
little moans, more sighs than anything, and held firm to the small of Vincent’s back. Their sex
stayed slow, but Vincent became more aggressive, driving himself as far as he could into her.
Rae’s sighs became more vocal, her pleasure extended to her fingernails, which she raked across
his skin. They began a race to the finish. He found himself no longer concerned with his sexual
stamina as he fell into a quick rhythm of thrusts. Rae touched herself and seemed near climax,
when he felt himself reach the end of the dance and erupt inside her, wondering only then
whether he should’ve used a rubber.
He fell over onto the bed next to her, the two of them panting. She finished herself off as
his eyes closed and he fell asleep with Q-Tip and Phife still ringing out from the stereo.

44

The days rolled on and Vincent found himself very much in lust with Rae, possibly even in love.
Everything she did he found remarkable. From the way she scrambled eggs, to the copious
amounts of vodka she could imbibe, he was in awe. He had to watch himself when they went out
drinking. He white knuckled it, passing up shots and sticking to beer, afraid he’d make an ass out
of himself in front of her, afraid he’d repeat the same mess he made with Adrienne. After three
weeks, the shine of the new relationship had yet to wear off, and he wondered if it ever would.
Rae talked about her parents. They divorced when she was fourteen, and her mother had
remarried. Her dad lived in the suburbs not too far from her mother.
Vincent was sprawled out on Rae’s sofa, thinking about an article on moths he saw on
Reddit that he wanted to tell her about.
“I’ve got to go out to my mom’s a little later. You want to go?” she asked.
“Out to the ‘burbs? Sure. Why not.” He looked up and smiled at Rae. “Think your mom
will like me?”
“Of course.”
“Think your step-dad will like me?”
“Fuck him,” Rae said, “Racist piece of shit.”
Vincent hadn’t seen that side of Rae, full of vitriol and detest. It turned him on, to see her
riled up. Everything she does turns me on, he thought.
“Is your mom hot?” he asked. Rae gave him a glance that told him she didn’t like the
direction of the conversation. “I’m just joking.”
“My mom has issues.”
“Sorry. I didn’t know. Is that why your folks split up?”
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Rae stood above him. “I guess. It was a lot of pressure to be in a mixed marriage,
especially back then.”
Vincent considered this. He considered Rae’s olive skin and black hair, and her last name
of Jones. “So, you’re mom, what is she, Greek or something? Iranian?”
“My mom’s American.” Rae looked at him confused, like he was an uninformed child.
“I mean her ethnicity. You said mixed marriage. I assumed she was Mediterranean for
some reason. Is she Latin?”
“Latin? Like Mexican?”
Vincent said: “Yeah, you know, Latin American. You’ve got that black hair, and your
complexion, your skin tone’s way tanner than my Irish ass.”
“My mom’s side is German. I mean mixed marriage ‘cause my dad is black.”
Vincent looked her up and down.
“Black? Like, how black?” he asked
“Ever seen Iron Eagle? My dad looks like Louis Gossett Jr. Black, black.”
Vincent knew the reference, but he had a hard time picturing how someone that dark
could’ve fathered someone who looked like Rae. Her facial features, her skin; none of it
screamed black, like so many of the mixed race kids he grew up around in Tennessee— with
their African physicalities and kinky hair— who passed for light skinned blacks rather than
children with a white mother or father.
“Oh, gotcha.”
“I doubt you do, but whatever,” Rae said. “I’m gonna shower, and then we can leave,
alright? I want to get out there before my asshole step-dad gets back from work.”
“Yeah. Cool.”
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Vincent had never slept with a black girl. His mind rolled the idea back and forth. He
would never have guessed her for black when they met, but now, he wasn’t so sure. She does
have a really nice round ass, he thought. Shit. Is that racist? Or is that a compliment? Not sure
how she’d take that. Better keep it to myself.
Rae’s hair was still wet when they left the apartment and walked to the corner to catch
the bus east into the suburbs. Vincent hadn’t said more than a few monosyllabic words since Rae
got out of the shower. They sat together facing the window, and watched the buildings and trees
go by. He thought about the things he knew, the way he’d been raised. His parents were
teachers— liberals, hippies even, in a former life. But his grandfather— he’d held onto the ideas
and beliefs of a bygone era. Vincent wasn’t so sure they were instilled in him, but he knew they
made him question his time with Rae. A few hours before he daydreamed of what it might be
like to marry Rae, to have kids together. If they had kids, they’d be part black. What would his
grandfather say? What would his parents say? They were progressives, his parents, but they still
had trouble with urban culture. These black kids, sagging their pants, talking like criminals, his
mother would say. I can’t control the classroom. The girls are either pregnant or have their
asses hanging out of their shorts, or both.
Rae squeezed his hand. He looked over and she smiled at him. She laid her head on his
shoulder and said, “Our stop is about a mile from here. The cross street is 182nd.”
“Alright,” Vincent said, and looked back out the window. If she left me out here, he
thought, It’d take me days to get back home. He had five dollars in his wallet and a bank account
near zero.
They got off the bus and walked four blocks down a shady street. Rae pointed out her
mother’s house. It was nondescript— a split-level ranch like all the others in the neighborhood.
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Above the door was a wooden stencil of two angels kissing. Rae tried the doorknob, but it was
locked. She rang the doorbell and they could hear someone’s weight press against the inside of
the door onto the peephole. A bleach blonde woman in yoga pants and a tank top pulled Rae in
and squeezed her tight. Her mom IS hot, Vincent thought.
“Rae-Rae, how are you?” her mother asked.
“I’m fine, Mom.” Rae unhinged herself from her mother and hooked her arm around
Vincent’s. “Mom, this is my boyfriend, Vincent. Vincent, this my Mom, Judy.”
“Hello, Vincent. My, my. He’s a looker, isn’t he, Rae?” Judy said. She winked at Rae and
shook Vincent’s hand.
He said: “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”
“Ma’am? Aren’t you polite.”
“He’s from Tennessee,” Rae said. “That’s just how he talks.”
“Well, you guys come on in. Sorry the door was locked, but we’ve had some trouble in
the neighborhood since they started moving in,” Judy said.
“Who’s they?” Rae asked.
“The blacks,” Judy said. Vincent bristled and braced himself for Rae’s response.
“Come on, Mom,” Rae said. “The only people committing crimes out here are meth
heads. And they are most definitely white.”
“No, Rae. There’s been tons of break-ins over the last few months. Ever since that
apartment complex started taking those damn Section 8 vouchers.”
Rae looked morose. Vincent hadn’t seen this look on her.
“Mom, you know I’m black. Dad is black. Your grandkids will be black.”
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“I’m sorry, honey. You know I don’t mean you or your dad. You’re not even really
black,” Judy said.
They stood in the doorway. An awkward dance between mother and daughter, with
Vincent not sure what to do or say. He pretended to notice something on his coat sleeve, and
started inspecting it.
“It’s always the same shit with you. I know you regret having me with dad. I know Mims
and Pop resent me, resent you for being married to Dad. I just came out here to get my shit out of
the attic.” Rae brushed past her mom and headed for the center of the house. She pulled a built-in
ladder out of the ceiling and climbed up. Vincent gave Judy a confused look and followed Rae
up.
“What are you looking for?” he asked her. Rae tossed boxes aside in a furious manner.
“My shit. My bug shit. All my books and posters. Preserved butterflies and beetles under
glass. All my shit.”
Vincent turned on his phone’s light and scanned the cramped attic. He headed to a corner
where he saw a box with Rae scribbled on the side. He opened the top and peered in. There it
was. A dozen paperback books on entomology and three cases of bugs under glass.
“I think this is it.”
“Where?” Rae came over and knelt by the box at his feet. “Awesome. We can leave
now.”
Vincent went down the ladder first and Rae lowered the box to him. She climbed down
and brushed the dust off her knees. Her mother sat at the dining room table with a glass of white
wine.
“Find what you were after?” she asked.
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“Yep. We’ll get out of your hair.”
“I thought you might want a glass of wine. Or something to eat. You guys hungry?”
“No, thanks. I’m not really drinking right now,” Rae said.
That statement caught Vincent’s attention. He realized he hadn’t seen her drink or smoke
anything for the past few days. She’d been going to bed earlier. Not staying up all night like the
first couple of weeks they were together.
“You know, you turned into a real Nazi after you married Steve,” Rae said. “You’re like
a racist Stepford wife.”
“I never say the right things around you, Rae. I never have. Can’t do anything right.”
Rae struggled to reposition and hold the box, so Vincent took it from her. She hooked his
arm and led him toward the door.
“I love you, Mom,” Rae said, on the way out the door.
Vincent struggled with the box on the four block walk back to the bus stop.
“Do you need me to carry it for a minute? You want to put it down and take a rest?” Rae
asked.
“No, I’m good.”
On the bus, Vincent stuck the box under their seat. He rubbed his shoulder where he
pinched it trying to leverage the box. He looked over at Rae, who smiled back at him. His mind
was murky, his emotions blurred.
“Is it weird?” he asked.
“What’s weird?” Rae said.
“You. Having a white mom. Being black but not looking it. What’s that like?”
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“It was always a little strange. A little tough. The way people would look at my dad when
we all went out to eat together. Like he’d done something wrong, being with this white woman.
They probably didn’t even think I was his kid.”
“How’d your mom end up with your dad, if she feels the way she does?”
“She wasn’t always like that. Or maybe she was, and just felt my dad wasn’t like the rest
of them, as she’d call us. My step-dad’s really done a number on her mindset. Fucking asshole.”
Rae turned her head away from him and twirled a strand of her hair. “I grew up in the suburbs.
All my friends were white. I like white things, white music. But my Dad’s black. I grew up with
black cousins, a black grandma. I don’t try and hide the fact that I’m mixed, but I don’t feel I
need to vocalize it either. I’m just me. I’m just Rae.”
Vincent reached for her hand. She let him take it.
“I’m late,” she said. “I should’ve had my period by now. I’m ten days late.”
Yesterday he would’ve felt elation, jubilance even at the prospect of having a child with
someone he admired so much. Now, he wasn’t sure. How would he deal with a son, or God
forbid, a daughter, who was part black? What if the kid was dark? What if the pigment skipped a
generation, and that’s why Rae was as light as she was? He closed his eyes and imagined that
first night with Rae. He was elated, euphoric in her arms. Consequences meant nothing then.
They left the bus and trudged up the three flights of stairs to Rae’s apartment. Vincent
lost his footing twice and nearly fell back down the stairwell but Rae was behind him to prop
him up. She walked in the front door and went straight to the stereo. She put on a Guided By
Voices record and walked to the French doors and looked out their windows. Hey glad girls,
Only want to get you high, Rae sang along. Hey glad girls, only want to get you high, Vincent
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sang along with her. In that moment he saw her humanity like he hadn’t seen before. She looked
lost, but resigned and content to whatever path she was on.
“Should I go get a pregnancy test,” he asked.
“That’d probably be a good idea. I’ve never been this late before.”
“Alright,” he said. He walked to her and kissed her on the cheek. He kept the taste of her
on his lips as he made his way out the door, down the street, and on up the block to the drug
store. He knew he’d always taste her, always keep that moment in the back of his mind and
remember it like a song.
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TYRONE IN THE TRAILER

Lee got the cats from a lady outside the Kroger. It was a Saturday and her name was
Belinda. He’d been drinking a little, and she had a nice looking body so he thought he might
impress her, adopt these two pathetic cats in a cage next to the Redbox. The sign said Free to a
Good Home. Good was underlined five times. It had the Desoto County Animal Shelter’s logo
stamped on it. He liked the way her thin lips spread onto her gums when she smiled. Belinda
worked for the animal shelter and told him the cats were already spayed, and that she’d need to
bring the cats to his house and make sure it was a suitable place for them, that it was standard
procedure.
What luck, he thought.
He hadn’t even had to try and the woman was going to be in his house, standing in his
bedroom. That’s where he’d put the cats’ bed, right next to his pillow-top queen. He’d take her
somewhere for dinner. Someplace nice, like Outback. Buy her umbrella drinks and regale her
with stories from the refinery, like how that idiot Bo Jack lost his hand the month before when a
valve blew and a coupling sliced clean through his wrist. He’d woo her with his promotion to
head instrument mechanic, how he made 55K a year. And he’s an animal lover, why else would
he adopt these two fleabags from a stranger standing next to the Redbox on a Saturday
afternoon?
He was thirty years old and hadn’t gotten laid in a long time. His fiancée Gayle left him
three years earlier. She said the fire in their relationship had gone out, but Lee was convinced he
just didn’t have the size required to satisfy her. He could never seem to drive himself hard
enough or deep enough into her, no matter how much she screamed and demanded him to. Lee
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would see her every once in awhile at the Kroger. She was married and had a baby whose nose
leaked green snot like a faucet. Her husband went to high school with them. Lee hated that
motherfucker. Married herself a little rich boy. The lease on the apartment had been under
Gayle’s name and he moved into the trailer after they split up.
He worked so goddamn much he never had time to meet women, or find somewhere else
to live. He was too tired after his shift and too lethargic on weekends. His trailer’s roof was
mossy and sunken. One of the posts on the front stairs had come loose from the Quikrete setting
it into the ground. The yard was sparse with grass, but where it did grow it grew high like wheat.
Red dust from the dirt drive had stained the bottom of his silver Camry. A colony of fire ants had
taken over the pecan stump out back and a thicket of loblolly pines horseshoed around the
property. The one woman he hooked up with after Gayle gave him a nice case of the clap, so he
had to go see the VD doctor and get a giant q-tip stuck up his dick. The stock of Trojans he
bought after that were somewhere around, but he couldn’t remember where.
Belinda came over the next weekend. He vacuumed, cleaned the kitchen, and threw all
his beer cans in a trash bag and tossed it out back. He made his bed, scrubbed the toilet, and even
found a candle to burn on the coffee table. Belinda. He repeated it over and over to himself at
work that week. Was the job at the shelter her only job? he wondered. Did she make any money
giving away strays in front of supermarkets? She couldn't make much. She’d definitely be
impressed with his salary. He had to figure out a way to bring it up in conversation, natural like.
She smiled at him. She was friendly. She was coming over and he was going to seduce her. Yes,
this was going to go just fine. He even bought some white wine at the liquor store. Some
Riesling. The lady behind the register had recommended it. Said all women love it. He thought
of trying to find the Trojans, but decided they might jinx the whole thing.
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“Lee,” Belinda said, rapping on the screen door of the trailer. “Are you in there?”
She pressed her face against the screen and her nose made an indentation. Lee watched
her from his kitchenette. He loved the way she said his name. Not everyone called him Lee. The
guys down at the refinery, and anyone who knew him in high school, called him Half Dead. All
because of that last month of tenth grade when he got Bell’s palsy and the left side of his face
was paralyzed. His lips drooped and his eye sagged. The doctor said it was only temporary and
that his mother shouldn't worry, that he was fine to go to school.
The kids were merciless.
“Check out that fucking retard,” one of them yelled his first day back. He spent the rest of
the day walking around school with his chin tilted into his left shoulder. Eighth period was the
worst. Auto shop. His supposed friends and cronies were the cruelest of all.
“Look at Lee,” his teacher Mr. Phelps had said, drunk from the coffee and whiskey he
sipped all day long, his gin blossom of a nose burning red. “Jesus, boy. You look half dead.”
The shop erupted in laughter.
“Yeah, Lee,” said Jerome Snowden, a big black bull of a boy. “You a half dead looking
motherfucker.”
He became Half Dead that day and every day after. His symptoms hung around for
another six months, but he still talks out the left side of his mouth when he gets too drunk.
He and Gayle would get nice and toasted together and then screw their brains out. Even
she wouldn’t be above calling him Half Dead. “Fuck me, Half Dead,” she screamed in the throes
of passion. “Fuck me harder.”
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“Hey there, Belinda,” Lee said and propped open the screen door for her. She had the cats
in a fancy cat crate. Probably cost more than my work boots, he thought. Carhartt's he’d bought
out of the Cabela's catalogue, not cheap.
“This is very cozy,” she said. “It looks like the babies will be very happy here.”
“Babies?”
“The cats. We call them babies down at the shelter, because that's what they are. Furry,
helpless babies that you have to shower with love.” Lee imagined her wrapping the cats up in
fleece blankets and lulling them to sleep in a big wooden rocking chair. He wondered how it
might feel to be rocked by her.
“Can I give you the tour?” he asked. “Let me show you their bed.”
Lee led her to his bedroom and the fluffy cat bed he bought down at the Bargain Hunt.
He caught himself looking over his shoulder at her, waiting to see if she might mention how
clean his trailer looked. It’d been so long since he had anyone over, he forgot what it felt like to
try and make an impression. He hoped he didn’t come off too needy.
“What do you think? Think they’ll like it?” he asked
“It’s so luxurious. Do the babies want to try it out?” She kneeled down and unlatched the
crate. The cats shot out and ran straight under Lee’s bed.
“Aw, now babies, don’t be scared,” she said. “This is your new home. He’s your new
daddy.” The cats wedged themselves up under the center of the box spring. “I don’t know why
they’re doing this. They’re usually very friendly.”
“Maybe we should give them some time to get used to the place,” Lee said. “You want a
drink? I’ve got some wine in the fridge.”
“Let’s leave them to feel out their emotions about the place. It’s very tidy.”
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She stood with her head cocked, still trying to see the cats under the bed. After a moment
she turned and walked out of the bedroom. Lee followed behind her.
“You live alone?”
“Yeah,” he sighed. “It gets lonely out here in the woods. I’m hoping these cats will be
good company.” Lee realized he didn’t have wine glasses, or actual glasses of any kind. He
pulled out a sleeve of red Solo cups and filled one halfway with the Riesling and handed it to
Belinda. “Forgot to run the dishwasher,” he said, kicking the mobile dishwasher by his feet.
“Oh, it’s fine,” she said with a laugh. “These red cups remind me of my college days. I
got a full ride to play in the Pride of the South at Ole Miss. Believe it or not, there’s not a lot of
bassoonists in Mississippi.” Belinda took a sip of her wine and asked if he went to college.
Lee smiled. This was his chance to bring up how much cheddar he made these days.
“No, I never got the chance to go off to school. My folks didn’t have the money.” He
swirled the Riesling around in his cup. This wine’s pretty good, he thought. “I was a sheet metal
apprentice straight out of high school. Worked with old man Murphy for almost a decade ‘til I
got my job at the refinery. Got made head mechanic a few months ago. Pulling down 55 g’s a
year.” Lee held the cup a few inches under his nose and stared into it.
Belinda let out a slow, long whistle. “That’s some real money there. I majored in
anthropology but ended up working at the shelter. I don’t make a lot, but getting to spend time
with the animals makes up for it. I wanted to be a vet but I couldn’t get into the veterinary
medicine program. Biology has never been my strong suit.” She frowned and looked at her feet.
He looked at her and wondered how someone with such a nice body could have such a
shitty self image. Don’t hot chicks know they’re hot? And she was pretty. Not a knockout by any
means, but cute. Definitely a strong 7, 7 1/2.
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“Have you lived out here long?” Belinda asked.
“A while.” He glanced around his small living room and kitchen, no more than a
refrigerator and stove on either side of a sink. A counter with a couple of cabinets above. A small
dining table and the couch they sat on. He and Gayle’s apartment had plush, wall to wall white
carpeting and a jacuzzi in the bathroom. His buddy Ray Ray’s grandparents owned the trailer and
the five acres it sat on. Lee paid next to nothing in rent every month, and managed to sock away
a nice bundle of cash. Pretty soon he’d have enough to put down on a cabin out by Arkabutla
Lake. Maybe then he might feel like a human being again. Gayle made him feel refined, not like
the redneck loser he knew himself to be. Half Dead? What kind of dumbass nickname is that?
Before he got the palsy, he had aspirations of going to college, of not turning out like all the
other men in his family: Camo wearing, bass fishing, deer hunting, truck driving epitomes of the
redneck stereotype. But the palsy wrecked him. His GPA dropped below a 2.0, and with no
money he knew he wouldn’t have any chance of going to Ole Miss or State, or even community
college. The only saving grace in his life had been Gayle. And what a mindfuck losing her was.
It took their breakup to realize how much she meant to him. They’d been together since right
after high school and he gave her a ring but they never got around to setting a date. She wanted
kids, and he had too, but something deep inside him just wouldn't let him pull the trigger on the
whole marriage thing.
Lee and Belinda killed the bottle of wine. She rattled on and on about her work down at
the shelter. Lee watched her chest rise and fall with every wild gesture she made. It was
hypnotic. She told him how long it’d been since she’d been on a date, and how hard it was for
her to meet anybody in her line of work, that it was mostly women down at the shelter working
and adopting. She looked up and caught Lee’s eyes. There was a moment of silence as they both
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stared into each other’s irises. Lee knew it was now or never and he reached down and pulled
Belinda’s face up into his. It was a sloppy kiss. She grabbed the back of his head with both hands
and furiously kissed him and licked his face. Lee had never been licked before. She caught his
ear with her tongue and he thought he might explode. They stumbled over the coffee table and
down the short hallway to his bedroom. Belinda undid his belt and shoved her hand down his
Levi’s. Lee ripped her shirt wide open. They fell back onto the bed and Belinda shimmied out of
her pants and panties. Lee yanked his jeans down and she pulled him into her. He wasn’t
thinking about the clap or the box of Trojans, he was too concerned with trying to get her black
bra unhooked. He struggled with the clasps until Belinda pulled the straps off her shoulders and
yanked the whole damn thing down around her belly. Her breasts fell out, so massive that at first
he recoiled, not sure how to go about handling them. But Belinda grabbed him by the hair and
buried his face between them. He came within seconds. He laid there on top of her, breathless
and depleted. It took awhile for the wind to return to his lungs, and when it did he rolled off her.
He never even got a chance to take his shirt off. He thought about trying to make up an excuse
for his premature evacuation, but he had none.
“You smoke?” he asked, holding a pack of Camels in front of Belinda’s face.
“No, thanks.” It was then that Lee noticed something on her left breast. A tattoo. Tyrone.
In the avalanche of her life story that came out of her mouth before the sex, Lee couldn’t
remember any mention of a Tyrone. He sat on the edge of the bed with his dick hanging between
his legs and eyed her tattoo with suspicion and unease.
“You hungry,” he asked. “ I thought maybe you’d like to get something to eat.”
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“Could I use your shower first?” Belinda slunk into the bathroom and Lee knew he had
left her unsatisfied. He wasn't sure what to do about it. He wondered if he’d been big enough for
her.
“There’s a towel under the sink,” he yelled after her. Lee pulled his jeans up and kneeled
on the floor to peer under the bed. He was afraid they crushed the cats. But, no, they were both
still very much alive and hissing at him. Well, fuck you, Lee thought. He waited for Belinda out
on the couch and could hear her singing to herself in the shower. It sounded like a dance tune.
Belinda insisted on riding with him to the Outback. He thought she might drive her own
car and then go their separate ways after, but she sat shotgun and chatted his ear off about all the
different animals they had down at the shelter. They housed unwanted llamas and alpacas, too.
They took a booth at the Outback and she sat down right next to him, practically in his lap. She
talked all the way through their blooming onion, their salads, and even their steaks. Usually after
sex all Lee ever wanted to do was have a smoke and pass out, but he’d opened the floodgates
with Belinda. At this point, he felt well versed in every aspect of her life.
“I noticed your tattoo. Tyrone an old boyfriend?” Lee asked.
“Yes. He was a Hell’s Angel.”
“Really?”
“No, not really. He was a cop in Vicksburg.”
“Vicksburg?
“Do I look like I’d date a cop from Vicksburg?
“Maybe?” He dropped the subject and tried to push it from his mind.
Lee knew he should be irritated by Belinda’s incessant yammering, because that’s what
he was brought up to think, that a woman’s voice is always a nag, always grating. But he found
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her endearing. He sat and listened, nodding his head and making wide eyes at her anecdotes
when appropriate. She sat as close to him as possible on the ride back to the trailer and followed
him inside. She sat on the couch and watched reruns of Frasier with him. She followed him to
the bedroom when he said he was tired, and stripped her clothes off. This time their sex lasted an
entire ten minutes and Lee thought he might have an aneurysm before it was all said and done.
Belinda curled up next to him and slept attached to him all night long. In the early morning,
before dawn when the moon was still high, he turned and stared at her. There was a soft glow
from the night sky and she held a little smirk on her face. It was then the craziness of the day
struck him. He’d been alone so long he forgot how someone else’s breathing felt. The rhythmic
inhales and exhales, and the slow rising and falling of her chest felt like the ocean. He listened to
her breathe and counted along to the syncopated rhythm of her snores.

Belinda moved her things in slowly. At first it was a toothbrush. An extra set of contacts. After
two weeks she brought over a few bras and panties, and a nightgown. By the end of the first
month she commandeered one of his dresser drawers for her shirts and jeans. Now, two months
in, an economy size box of Kotex sat in Lee’s bathroom cabinet.
“How long did you date Tyrone in Vicksburg?”
“What? Oh. He wasn’t in Vicksburg.”
“He wasn’t?”
“He was an oil rigger in Biloxi.”
“Are you fucking with me?” Lee asked.
Belinda grinned and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
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She was there when he left for work in the morning and was on the couch with the cats
when he returned in the evening. The cats would rub and fawn all over her, but if Lee got within
a foot of them they hissed and screeched at him, swiping the air with their claws. Belinda
brought a duffel bag full of clothes over and hung up dresses in his closet. She made him dinner
most days and their nights were filled with acrobatic sex. Lee didn’t know his body was capable
of contorting into the positions Belinda found for them in Cosmo.
Still, Tyrone burned in his mind. He knew it must be an old boyfriend. Tyrone. Sounded
black. So black. His ego was fragile enough, but now images of Belinda gagging on huge black
cocks brought his insecurity to whole new levels. All those moans and nail scratching she did
with him must be fake. How could he ever satisfy her in the way Tyrone had? It ate him up all
day at work, wondering if Tyrone was at his trailer right then, pounding away on Belinda from
behind while those two hateful cats watched. He came home from the refinery pouting and
morose. It was after work on a Wednesday in May when it all unraveled.
“How was your day?” she asked.
All Lee could mumble was something monosyllabic. He cracked open a beer.
“Are you mad at me? I don’t understand what I did, but I can try and fix it.”
Lee couldn’t vocalize all the thoughts and accusations that ran through his mind. The
image he had of a chiseled and glistening Tyrone ravaging Belinda.
“Will you talk to me?” she asked. “Will you say something?”
“That tattoo,” he said, barely lifting his arm to point at the incriminating ink.
“My tattoo? What’s wrong with my tattoo?” She moved in close to him.. “Well, what’s
the matter with it?”
“I need another beer,” he said. She followed him into the kitchenette.
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“What’s wrong? I don’t understand? ”
Lee turned red. “Leave me alone.”
“No. For the past week you’ve come home and barely spoken to me. You had no problem
still having sex with me, but you wouldn’t talk to me. What is wrong with my tattoo?”
“I know about Tyrone,” he said. “I know who he was. I know what you did with him.
How am I supposed to compete with a big black buck?”
“Tyrone? He wasn’t black, he was red.”
“Like an Indian?” Lee had a new image of Tyrone: A chief in full headdress banging
Belinda on a mesa in the desert.
“Tyrone was my dog.”
“Dog?”
“Yes, dog. He was my golden retriever. I had him for fifteen years and when he died I
got his name placed over my heart. I don't like to talk about it.”
Fuck, Lee thought. Better come up with something comforting. “He was old. Old dogs
die,” he said. God damn it.
“He was old but that wasn’t why he died.” She paused, getting choked up. “He fell asleep
under my car in the garage. He liked the cool of the concrete. I was late to work and frazzled and
didn’t even know what was going on.” Her eyes welled and Lee wished to God he could cram
those last two sentences back into his mouth. “I backed over his head and crushed his skull. He
didn’t deserve to die that way.” Belinda cried. Unhinged. Large tears streamed down her cheeks.
Lee could tell they were different tears than before. They weren’t about him.
“Why you’d let this interfere in our relationship?”
“Relationship? I thought we were just hanging out.” He wasn’t sure why those
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words came out of his mouth. The last few weeks with her were the best he’d known.
Belinda put her head down and walked into the bedroom. She pulled a duffel bag out and
began stuffing it with clothes from the closet. Lee watched her from the kitchenette. She slung
the bag over her shoulder and walked up to him, stood face to face.
“Lee,” she said, “I convinced myself that I loved you. But you’re going to be alone in this
trailer for a long time.” She kissed him on the cheek and walked out the door.
He pleaded with her as he followed her out to the car.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said. It just sorta came out. You know how that is?”
“No, Lee, I don’t.” She threw her bag in the trunk. “There was a guy in the band with us
at Ole Miss. He played clarinet and used to make me laugh so much. All he ever talked about
was what a great bassoonist I was, and how I’d have no trouble finding a spot in an orchestra
after college. He asked me out once but I said no. He was black. Boy do I wish I’d said yes.”
Lee took a cold beer out of the fridge and sank into the couch. The sun had set and night
surrounded the trailer and loblollies. He sat there in the dark, bathed by the warm glow of the
television in front of him. In the doorway to his bedroom he locked stares with two sets of
glowing cat eyes. They vanished under the bed and his gaze returned to the TV. He thought he
might cry, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it.
He walked down to the bedroom, dropped to his knees and shoved his arms under the
bed. Amidst a cacophony of hisses and cries, he pulled one of the hateful cats out and sat there
on his bedroom floor Indian style, holding it tight to his chest. The cat struggled for freedom but
Lee paid it no mind. He stroked the cat’s head and tried to imagine what a bassoon might sound
like.
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TARHEEL STATE OF MIND

Jamie had trouble seeing out of the windshield. The ice was unexpected. It began to snow
just outside of Charlotte, and he still had a way to go before he got to Raleigh and his ex
girlfriend Elise. Jamie couldn’t believe his luck the week before when she called.
“I’m down here visiting my family,” she said. “You want to come see me?”
He agreed before he even looked at the mileage. A nine hour drive? No problem.
Would’ve done twelve, easy. Didn’t have much else going on. Living back home in Alabama
above his parents garage. Worked the concession stand at the theatre his dad ran. He was sure
Elise knew he was a sucker for her. But he didn’t care. The obsession he felt since they split up
filled him with emptiness.
When Jamie and Elise first dated in Denver, she revealed to him that several of their
mutual male friends advised her against seeing him.
“They all think you’re a scumbag,” she said.
This news came as a shock to Jamie as most of the guys he knew were bigger scumbags
than he was. To prove them wrong, he refused to fuck Elise. In bed he would turn his back to her
and mumble about his virtue. This lasted for the longest two weeks of Jaime’s adult life. The first
time they had sex, Jamie couldn’t believe how aggressive and loud Elise was. When she kissed
him she bit and pulled his lip like it was made of rubber. Her moans echoed across his room.
The exit ramp to Raleigh prompted Jamie to pop a few antacids into his mouth. He exited
the interstate and meandered down Raleigh’s tree-lined streets until he reached the address Elise
gave him. It’d been over two years since they broke up, but Jamie never stopped trying to
reconcile the relationship. Everything about Elise endeared her to him, from the way she only

65

smoked Winston Lights, to how she was addicted to Diet Coke, and loved to smack Orange
Trident. She wore baggy shirts and sweaters to hide her porn star like body.
"I've been built like this since I was twelve years old," she told him once. "I had some
awkward conversations with older men as a teenager."
The discovery that they both loved banana and mayonnaise sandwiches cemented the
idea of Elise as the perfect woman. Outside of his father and grandfather, Jamie had never met
anyone else who appreciated the intricacies of the culinary delight. There was an extra large tshirt that Elise wore specifically for eating so as not to stain her clothes. They slipped into heavy
Southern drawls together. There were girls before Elise but she was the big one, the one that
made him feel like none of the others. This was what love felt like. This was what they meant
when they talked about it in movies where the two separated lovers find each other in the crowd.
Elise made his stomach sink with despair when they split up.
Jamie parked the car and sat for a few seconds psyching himself up. She wants to get
back together, he said. Why else would she have asked you to drive all this way?
She stood on the front porch smoking. Specks of snow dotted the lenses of her black
framed glasses.
"Oh my god," she said. "I can't believe you actually came."
"No sweat."
”Give me a hug," she said.
The scent of green apple shampoo and cigarette smoke clung to her hair. Jamie held her
in his arms so long that it became awkward. The last two years of his life was spent trying to
convince her that she loved him as much as he loved her. Sarcasm flowed from her mouth and
her cynicism was breathtaking. Her knowledge of obscure musical minutia far exceeded his own.
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At night, he lay awake and watch her sleep, unable to overcome his disbelief that the woman he
so often imagined now lay naked next to him. He told himself earlier in life that if he ever found
the mythical creature he dreamed of, he’d marry her.
A few months before he met Elise he violently attacked a former coworker at a party. He
was lucky no charges were pressed. The fight made him grow bitter and jaded, and his self
loathing hit a new high. He became depressed. A therapist might’ve called it PTSD. He wanted a
fresh start and convinced himself to leave town and begin anew somewhere else. But then he met
Elise. But even as in love with her as he was, his depression subsisted and inflicted damage to
their relationship.
"How’ve you been?" she asked as she shuffled Jamie into the house. A decrepit Basset
hound wandered up to Jamie and its smell permeated his nostrils.
"I'm good. I've been thinking about getting back in school. Probably back out west.
How’s it going out there? You still working at the Colfax Agency?" He hoped to draw a reaction
from Elise over the possibility of him moving back to Denver.
"I’m still there. I want to tell you about my promotion but first we need to find a hotel
for tonight. My Aunt Hilary's coming back in town and she already told me she plans on having
really loud sex with her boyfriend. She hasn't seen him in a week."
"Gross. Is there a La Quinta or something around here?" Jamie tried to hide his
excitement. A hotel room meant there was a good chance of sex. He was unsure whether his visit
was as a friend, or as a romantic interest.
"I ain't staying at no La Quinta," she said and slipped into her half-Appalachian, halfEbonic drawl to emphasize her disdain.
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"O.K. Where do you want to stay? Maybe we can get one of those jacuzzi suites?" He
studied his shoes.
"Hell no," Elise said, and doubled over in laughter. "I'm definitely not getting a jacuzzi
suite with your ass. There's a fancy hotel downtown, the Red Velvet. That's where I want to
stay."
"Great. Let's get going." He hoped he didn't sound too excited.
On the drive downtown, Elise informed Jamie of all the great things that happened in her
life since he left town: Her job at the ad agency, the money she made, the guy she was super into
but who stopped calling her. Jamie dreaded the point when she would turn to him and ask how
his life had gone. How do you spin the fact that you live above your parents’ garage in Pell City,
Alabama?
Jamie pulled into the hotel parking garage before Elise wrapped up her lengthy summary
of how great her life had become since he left it. The lobby of the hotel was decked out with
glass chandeliers and a marble staircase. If he had more of a grip on the situation he might’ve
been proud of himself for checking into a place like this with a girl like her.
“I’ll take this bed,” she said, and dropped her bag onto one of the two double beds in their
room.
Great. Jamie cursed himself for driving all this way. He should’ve known that she was
just fucking with him. Someone was always fucking with him.
“Ok. They got room service?”
“Yeah. But I want to go out to eat. There’s a place down the street from here that one of
my old friends works at. I want to catch up with her.
“Alright.”
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The place was a vegetarian diner. Really? Jamie thought. I’m in the friend zone and now
I have to eat tempeh and brown rice. What a disaster.
At the diner Jamie nursed a Ketel One and soda with a splash of cran— Elise’s favorite.
Jamie always thought the woman of his dreams would be the one to fix him, to keep him on the
straight and narrow. It was a surprise to him when he met and fell for Elise, who drank him
under the table. Elise and her friend chatted about high school. The girl was cute but nowhere in
Elise’s league. He had a fleeting thought that Elise might invite the girl up to their room. Maybe
this was all an elaborate ruse to get him into a threesome. But then he looked around the diner
and was brought back down to earth. The interior was a throwback to one from the 1950’s. It was
all bright vinyl booths and chrome trim but felt too sterile and clean to Jamie. There wasn’t
enough grease in the air.
Back in the room Elise wanted to watch TV. Jamie grabbed the remote and flipped
channels.
“Slow down. I can’t tell what anything is,” she said.
“I am going slow. These are all the news channels. You don’t care about these, do you?”
“You’re giving me a headache buzzing through all the stations.” She was in her pajamas
in bed. It was nine.
“OK. What do you want to watch?”
“Not sure. Go slow.”
It reminded Jamie about how much they used to bicker. He forgot that they sometimes
didn’t get along. Maybe he just pushed it to the back of his mind. The longing for Elise had
bypassed any true memory he may have had. All he let himself remember was the way she
laughed. The way she talked.
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“Stop here. I like this one.” She pulled her comforter up around her neck. Jamie wanted
to mention that hotels never wash the comforters. That they were full of bacteria and God knows
what else. But he didn’t.
Elise dozed off but Jamie couldn’t sleep. There was room on her bed so he took a spot
next to her and propped himself up on his elbow. He gazed at Elise deep in slumber. She was a
mouth breather and in every exhale there was a snore of exasperation.
The glow from the parking lot lights hit the carpet of the room in a way that reminded
him of a friend’s house from childhood. He was at Justin’s the time his first big crush Emmy
called in sixth grade. She asked for him by name, and Justin gave him the phone and she started
to talk about school and classes, and then told him how cute he was. He worried his heart might
beat through his chest. He’d never had butterflies in his stomach that extreme. She asked if
wanted to go steady.
“Of course,” he said.
Then the giggles. He could hear it from her and girls in the background.
“Who is this?” he asked. By then he knew it wasn’t actually Emmy. It was a few of the
other girls from homeroom pulling a prank on him. Jamie wasn’t even mad, just dejected. He
never had confidence with the girls at school after that. He wondered now if that was why he
couldn’t ever just let himself enjoy his time with Elise. Always afraid it was going to turn out
like it had with Emmy. One big joke on him.
He took a loose strand of Elise’s hair and tucked it behind her ear.
“What’re you doing?” she asked.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”.
“Are you watching me sleep?”
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“Yeah.”
“That’s fucking weird.”
“Sorry.”
Jamie sat on the edge of the bed in the morning waiting on Elise. What a colossal waste
of time, he thought. Didn’t even get a real kiss. Never had a chance.
“You know,” she said. “I was gonna fuck you last night.”
“What?”
“Yeah. But then I changed my mind.”
“That sucks.”
“Then I wake up and you’re watching me sleep. Which, on the one hand is pretty creepy.
But a little endearing. Even when you’re an asshole you’re still pretty cute.”
Elise grabbed the back of his head. Her wet lips tasted like watermelon. Jamie was
overwhelmed by how much he missed her kisses as her tongue swirled his mouth. They fell onto
the bed and Elise wrestled with his belt until his pants were around his ankles. Her sweater and
jeans fell to the side of the bed. She straddled him and he felt the soft skin of her waist and
thighs. Everything Jamie hoped would happen over the last two years was coming true. They’d
reconcile and he’d move back to Denver. There’d be no risk of losing her again. He’d propose
and they’d be married. Life would be good. Totally worth the drive.
Post coitous they huddled together for a cigarette out on the balcony.
"I need to tell you something," she said. "I'm not on birth control anymore."
Visions of children streamed through Jamie's mind. He pictured himself rocking small
babies to sleep and cuddling Elise and their newborn. Babies always fascinated him. Even as a
kid he liked being around them. Holding them. Loved the smell of baby powder and lotion. The
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way the smell made him feel happy inside. He assumed he’d have children by this point in his
life. A little boy to play catch with or a little girl to push on a swing. Maybe that’s what he
needed. A child. That’s why his life felt so incomplete.
"Hey," she said and snapped her finger in front of Jamie's face. “I said I’m not on birth
control.”
"Oh. Well, that's cool. I mean, I'm ready to be a dad. I think you'd be a great mom.
You're funny and sweet. We could get married in Vegas."
Elise laughed. "What? I mean you have to take me by the Walgreens before you drop me
off at the airport. I need the morning after pill. Were you serious?"
Jamie's lungs felt tight.
“Yes," he said. “You’re the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. You know
that. I’ve told you before.”
“You mean your rambling texts? Then yes, I did know that. But what do you know about
me? I mean really know. Did you know I spent the first few years of my life in foster care
because my mom couldn’t take care of me? Or that when I was twelve my mother forced me to
say that my stepfather molested me? Or that after he left I shared a bed with my mom until I was
sixteen because my brothers took up the other half of our small ass trailer?”
“I knew some of it,” Jamie said. The stories made him want to run far away.
“What about this one? There was a Stuckey's out by the highway in the crappy town our
trailer park was in. My mom badgered me into going on a date with the owner’s son. We went to
see a movie and thirty seconds into the previews the guy unzips his pants and shoves my hand
down them. It was the first time I’d felt a dick. I was thirteen. My mother screamed at me
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because I told her the date was awful and I never wanted to see him again. Do you want to hear
about the two abortions I had when I was nineteen?”
“No.”
“See? You don’t know shit about me. You only think you do. Maybe if you hadn’t been
such a distant asshole when we dated, you’d have actually asked me about myself.”
The ride to the airport was uncomfortable. Elise fidgeted with the heater and changed the
radio station. Jamie couldn’t form a sentence. Rage and remorse fought inside him like divorced
parents over a child. Good, he thought. If I hate her I won’t obsess over for her. I can finally
move on. But then a wave of regret would wash over him and he’d grip the steering wheel as
hard as he could to distract himself from crying.
The car idled in the passenger drop off lane.
“It was nice to see you,” she said. “You gonna come back out to Denver soon?”
“Sure.”
“You OK?”
“Not really.” He covered his eyes with his hands. “I love you. I want to be with you.”
“Give me a break.” Elise adjusted her glasses and leaned in close to him. "I like you. I
really do. But all we'll ever be is good friends."
“Give me one more chance. I can change. I can listen to everything you say.”
“Why would I want to involve myself in your shit? You live with your parents.”
“I live above the garage. It’s an apartment.”
She laughed and made her way into the airport. The nine hour drive back home presented
itself to Jamie like an unwanted bill.
“Christ.”
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The roads weren't as bad as they’d been on the drive there. Traffic moved quickly and
Jamie had time to wallow in his own self misery. He replayed the last 24 hours on a loop as he
drove. What he could’ve done differently, what he should’ve said. He tried to summon up some
of that rage he felt earlier. Fuck her, he said, but didn’t believe it. Outside of Greenville he pulled
into a rest stop and took a leak. On the side of the stall someone had written For a good time Call
Joanna. For a moment Jamie thought he might. Not so much for the good time, but for some
counseling. He wanted an honest opinion from a woman he didn’t know. Was he unlovable?
Would he ever find true love like the kind his mother always told him about?
“You just need to find the right girl,” his mother said. But he had and she didn’t want
him.
He knew there was no Joanna. It would be a man. A large redneck man. Just one more
person fucking with him.
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SEX AND CARNIVAL FOOD

Carter puked in the shower. His neon green bile mixed with the water and ran down the
drain. His hands and face tingled from the force of the heaves. He was hunched over, unable to
raise his head into any position that didn't send the porcelain tub spinning into a vortex. The hot
water ran out and he reached for a towel. His hands shook from his hangover and it made it a
chore to dry off. I want to die, he thought. He crept down the hallway to his room, bracing
himself against the wall for support. The stench of stale cigarettes on his clothes from the night
before hit his nose and he dry heaved. He pulled fresh jeans and a t-shirt from the pile of clean
laundry in the corner of his room. On the way out of the house he layered a denim jacket over his
hooded sweatshirt. The street light above his van illuminated the evening’s mist. He stood for a
moment and watched as it hovered in the luminescence like static, before he headed over the
bridge to his buddy Paul’s dank studio apartment.
Carter pulled up in front of Paul’s and parked his van. A homeless kid with a pit bull sat
in front of the door that led into the building. He asked Carter for change. I knew it, Carter
thought. These leeches are everywhere in Portland.
“Get a job, dickhead,” Carter said and pulled the door open hard into the kid's shin.
“Fuck you, man,” the kid said. “Fucking fascist.”
Carter hopped into the elevator and the four story ride up awakened his nausea. He bent
with his hands on his knees and took deep breaths in and out.
"Took you long enough." Paul lay on his ragged futon, blowing smoke rings.
"Sorry. Took forever to get out of the house. I feel like shit." Carter sat down on the
corner of the futon. He picked up an old Mojo magazine off the floor and thumbed through its
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wrinkled pages and glanced at an article about the death of Brian Jones, who was found
motionless at the bottom of his swimming pool. The official cause was listed as death by
misadventure. Drug and alcohol abuse had enlarged his liver and heart to gigantic proportions.
Carter massaged the side of his belly where he thought his liver might be. He and Paul had been
in a band together. Dead Girlfriends. They’d never even played out of town but had convinced
themselves they were rock stars. How much worse would they have acted given the chance?
"We've got to go get Abraham's keys. He's at work," Paul said.
"Why is he giving you a couch? Is it covered in stains or something?" Carter asked. He
wished he hadn’t agreed to move the couch, or that he at least hadn’t gotten wasted the night
before. He slid one of Paul's Camels and a lighter out of the pack.
"No, man. It's mint. He showed me a picture. Black leather and barely looks used."
"I hope Ruby's not working. She fucking hates me." Carter rubbed his eyes and
considered the stripper who was so angry with him. Paul’s eyes judged him.
"I don't think she works Mondays. You're good."
Outside at the van Carter noticed a giant brown smear across his windshield.
“God damn it.”
“Who’d you piss off?” Paul asked.
“I got into with this homeless kid on the way in earlier.”
“Who, Kenny?”
“You know him? Got a pitbull with a stupid American flag bandana around its neck?”
“Yeah. He hangs out in front of the building all day.”
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“I hope he’s here when we get back.” Carter found a paper napkin in his glove box and
started to wipe off the windshield but only succeeded in moving the smear around more. “Fuck
me. It’s dog shit.”
“You’re gonna have to go to a gas station or somewhere and use one of those squeegees
to get it clean.”
Carter parked his van a block from the Happy Garden. He held back an urge to puke as
they passed a Chinese butcher where skinned rabbits hung in the window. Next to the butcher, a
vegan buffet offered all you could eat mock duck and chicken. Carter shuffled passed it and
doubled over in front of the Happy Garden's door. He yakked up more bile. He wondered how
much of his stomach lining was left.
"Jesus, dude," Paul said.
Carter wiped a long strand of saliva that hung from his bottom lip and looked up into the
grimacing face of Paul. "I drank a bunch of shitty whiskey after work last night. I guess I
should've stuck with beer."
"This won't take long. I'll buy you a drink," Paul said. He held the door open and
motioned for Carter to walk on in.
"No whiskey," Carter said. "Or tequila."
The Happy Garden smelled like sex and carnival food. The dancers were tattooed girls
with varying chemical dependencies who had to play their own music out of a boombox. When a
CD skipped, the dancers had to come down from the stage mid-song to clean it. Carter found it
endearing that they acted as their own DJs. The kitchen served corn dogs, and middle aged men
with thick glasses and mustaches sat at the rack and dunked them in mustard, mesmerized by the
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young girls on stage. Crumpled dollar bills were smoothed out and stacked in neat piles to the
sides of the plates.
Abraham waved them over to the bar.
"Here are my keys,”Abraham said. “Do not let my cat out."
“Nice to see you, too,” Carter said.
"No problem. We'll be super careful,” Paul said. “Can I get a couple of Budweisers?"
"Six bucks." Abraham wiped his hands on the yellowed towel tucked into his jeans.
"Why are you giving this guy a couch?" Carter asked. He took a sip of his beer and held
his hand to his mouth to stifle a belch that emanated deep from inside his bowels .
"Because I'm moving to San Francisco to become a clown," Abraham said.
Carter turned to look at the stripper behind him, who spread her legs to the strains of
"Perfect Day" by Lou Reed.
"Not like Bozo," Paul said. "Like Bill Irwin, in the classical sense."
“Shit.” Carter hid between Paul and the bar. “There’s Ruby. You said she wasn’t
working.”
“I guess I was wrong.”
"Hey, asshole, I see you," Ruby said. She slugged Carter in the shoulder. "I should have
my bouncer beat your ass. Hey, Justin. Come over here.”
A guy with a neck bigger than Carter’s leg came over and put his arm around Ruby.
“Everything OK? I need to fuck this guy up?” The bouncer stabbed two fingers into
Carter’s sternum and it felt like he might collapse.
"No need for that,” Carter said. “We're about to leave. And, look, I'm sorry about what
happened. It was an accident."
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"You pissed in my closet." She caught him in the shoulder with another right.
“You pissed in her closet? What the fuck is wrong with you?” The bouncer moved in
closer to Carter.
"It's not my fault. You have a lot of doors in your apartment. It was dark and I was
confused." He was disoriented as he walked around the darkened apartment half asleep. It felt
good to relieve himself. He knew at the time it was a huge mistake, but he didn’t care.
"You could’ve at least told me. I didn't figure it out until the next day when I went to get
my coat out and stepped in a puddle of piss."
"I would've told you, but I kind of forgot I even did it."
“You are an asshole.” The bouncer pushed his forehead up against Carter’s. “You think
you can mess with Ruby and not get fucked up?”
“I’m just here with my buddy to pick up some keys. We know Abraham.”
“I don’t give a fuck who you know, bro. I’m gonna knock you out.”
“Ruby, please. I’ll make it up to you.” Carter prayed to God that the gorilla in front of
him didn’t rip his arms off and beat him to death with them.
“Sure you will. Come on, Justin. You don’t want to catch a felony charge for putting this
little bitch in the hospital.” She sauntered off with the bouncer and turned her head to give Carter
a look that let him know she just saved him from an ass kicking.
“You’re lucky that guy didn’t kill you,” Paul said.
“I know. Thanks for the backup there, jerkass.”
The drive to Abraham’s was much easier than the one to Paul’s earlier in the evening.
Carter knew he needed to make a change in life. Quit living hand to mouth, day to day. He drank
too much. Did too many drugs. Considered himself lucky he wasn’t murdered a few minutes
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earlier by that bouncer. But he was so far entrenched in his ways that change seemed futile. Who
would give him a job that didn’t involve flipping burgers? A normal life seemed out of reach. A
wife, kids, a house in the suburbs. Were these things he really wanted, or did he just want to not
be hungover and moving a couch?
They pulled up to a rundown building in one of the few non-gentrified parts of town.
“What floor does he live on?” Carter asked as he surveyed the lobby and its dingy yellow
walls. “I don’t see an elevator.”
“Third floor.”
"Oh, come on," Carter said.
"It won't be that bad. It's not a sleeper sofa or anything." Paul fumbled with the loose
door knob leading to the stairwell. They hiked up the stairs and were winded by the time they
reached the third floor landing. The smell of Abraham's apartment greeted them outside his door.
"God damn," Carter said, and tucked his nose under the neck of his shirt.
"Yeah, it's pretty bad in there," Paul said. He opened up the door and a huge gust like
rancid Indian food blasted them in the face. “Meet his twelve year old cat, Maxine. Abraham
said she's forgotten how to use a litter box." A tabby with patchy fur and missing half an ear sat
in a corner. She limped across the floor and mewed at them, a mew so weak she sounded as
though she might die right then and there.
Paul lifted up one end of the couch. He grimaced with the weight of it.
"Are you ready to do this?" Paul asked.
"Let's get it over with." Carter tried hard not to inhale.
They twisted and finagled the couch several times just to get it out Abraham’s door.
Carter cursed himself. He wished he’d stayed in bed and took the oxycontin stashed in his
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nightstand. Why hadn’t Paul just bought a couch from one of those furniture outlets, where they
delivered it? The couch smelled like shit. Carter cracked his shin on it no less than five times as
they maneuvered it down the three flights of stairs. He lost track of how many times the couch
fell on his toes.

Carter dropped his end of the couch onto Paul's floor. "Do you think you can get rid of the
smell?"
"I'm just gonna dump a ton of Febreeze on it." Paul’s phone rang and he said a few
monosyllabic grunts into it.
"Who's that?" Carter asked, opening a beer he found in the refrigerator.
"Tom. He's coming up."
"That guy sucks. He's fucking insane." Carter sprawled himself out on Paul's new couch.
"He's just a little eccentric," Paul said. He lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke in a long
and deliberate breath.
"He took a hot skillet and held it against his forearm."
"New guy in the kitchen told me and Tom that he went to culinary school, but the dude
was totally scared of getting burned. So, Tom showed him that pain is just weakness leaving the
body."
There was a knock on his door and Paul yelled to come in.
“It’s locked,” came a voice from the otherside.
“Christ.” Paul got up and let Tom in.
"Yo." Tom wore shades and itched under the bandages on his forearm. “Why do you
guys look so morose?”
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“Probably cause this asshole just had me lug this couch down three flights of stairs, load
it into my van, drive across town, and then drag it up here. So yeah, feeling a little morose.”
“Looks pretty shitty for a new couch.”
“It’s not new. Abraham gave it to me,” Paul said.
"It looks familiar. Did he tell you what he used it for?" Tom came over and inspected the
cushions next to Carter. “Yeah, see right here? That’s facepaint.”
"Face paint? Why would there be facepaint on here?" Paul asked.
"I thought I recognized it. Haven't you seen any of Abraham's movies?" Tom took out his
phone and started to scroll.
"What movies?" Paul asked. "What are you talking about?"
"The multiple clown pornos Abraham shot on that thing. He has on the red wig and face
paint and everything." Tom turned his phone to show them a video. “See? That’s him.”
“Is that Pornhub?” Carter asked. “Let me see that thing.” There was Abraham in full
regalia.
"You’re pretty quiet over there Paul,” Tom said.
Paul flipped a lighter through his fingers.
“You going to keep it?" Carter asked.
"Why wouldn’t I? It was a bitch getting up here and my futon is falling apart.”
"Maybe you can get some of that plastic shit old ladies put on their furniture," Carter
said.
"It's leather. I should be able to just give it a really good once over. Wipe it down with
some Lysol," Paul said.
"How did you not know he shot clown porn on that thing?" Carter asked.
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"I don't know what he does when he's not bartending. I ask for a beer, he gives me one. I
might tell him a joke, he might laugh. We talk about music and shit. Somehow the subject of him
liking to put on face paint and a wig and screw on camera, well, that never came up."
“Come on. Let’s go out. You still owe me some drinks.”
Out in front of the building he spotted Kenny.
“Hey, I know you smeared dog shit all over my windshield.” Carter lumbered toward the
kid and his dog, bent on driving his fist into Kenny’s temple.
“You can’t prove nothing.” Kenny scampered back from where he sat. “Don’t touch me.
My dog will fuck you up.”
“Your dog looks half starved. I can see his rib cage.”
“He’s just svelte. That’s how he was bred.”
“Pit bulls weren’t bred to be svelte, you moron.”
“Don’t call me names.”
“I’m going to do more than just call you names.” Carter went to grab Kenny by his collar
but the dog lunged at him and latched onto his forearm like it was made of milkbones.
“Holy shit. Get it off.” Carter smacked the dog with his left hand as hard as he could .
“I’m not sure how to.”
“I need some help, Tom.” Paul’s fingers were drenched in a mixture of Carter’s and his
own blood from where he tried to pry the dog’s jaw loose.
.“I’m not getting anywhere near that thing.” Tom took off down the block.
The dog proceeded to turn his arm into ground beef. Carter shrieked higher than he
believed possible. The pain blinded him with flashes of white. There was no future. No past.
Only the searing pain of the present.

83

Paul managed to gouge his thumb into the dog’s eye.
“Got him.”
Kenny and his dog hustled down the street.
“You should go to the hospital,” Paul said. He lifted Carter’s arm up to examine it.
“No shit. I bet that fucker has rabies.” The puncture wounds on his arm started to form
purple bruises. He sat down on the curb and lit a smoke with his left hand. “Im gonna get
married.”
“What?”
“A doctor. She can work. I’ll take care of the kids.”
“I think you’re in shock.”
“I’m not in shock. I’m tired. I don’t want to do this anymore.”
“You really need to get your arm looked at.”
“There'll be plenty of time for that.”
“Come on. The hospital’s not far.”
“Do nurses make as much as doctors? Maybe I can marry a nurse.”
“Sure buddy. Sky’s the limit.”
Carter thought of Brian Jones dead at the bottom of that pool. Is this my own death by
misadventure? The bouncer at the Happy Garden was just one more on a long list of close calls.
There was the gangbanger on the Burnside bridge who drove his shoulder into Carter’s as they
passed on the sidewalk. Carter told him to watch it and the kid pulled out a gun. He threatened
Carter out there over the water for twenty minutes. Meth heads up on 82nd cornered him leaving
a Plaid Pantry. Lucky for Carter he’d just spent all his cash but that didn’t stop them from rabbit
punching his chest. The frat boys he got into it with as he passed their table on a patio bar in the
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Pearl District. They mouthed back and forth until one of the frat boys came around and Carter
socked him in the jaw. Knocked him out cold. Then the kid’s five friends jumped Carter and
commenced kicking every inch of him while he curled himself into a fetal position on the
sidewalk. Paul had been there then too. Had to get an MRI after that one. Did the whole world
feel as tired, irritable, and discontent as he did? There was a drip on his head and then a few
more. Soon the rain beat down on him full force. Paul took refuge under an awning but not
Carter. He let it wash over him and his chewed up arm like a baptism.
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YOUR CUP RUNNETH OVER

Aubrey watched his daddy’s bare ass thrust back and forth on top of June Henning while
she panted and moaned. She sounded like one of the seals he saw at the zoo in Birmingham. It
was 1933, and at twelve years old, he was old enough to know what they were doing, but still not
quite sure about the actions involved. He felt torn. Watching his daddy made him angry, angry
that he’d cheat on his mama with this woman. But he was drawn to the act by the way she bit
down on her bottom lip as his daddy rode her around the bend. He’d never seen a bare breast
before, and June’s were full and swayed as his daddy writhed on top of her. A blast of damp air
from the oscillating fan hit Aubrey in the face where he sat perched in the window. His daddy's
coffee truck was parked out front and the noises from the bedroom drew him to the window.
"God damn," his daddy said, in a post coitous embrace with June.
"You OK?"
"How am I going to explain these? It looks like a cat slid down my arms."
"They don’t look that bad." June lit a cigarette.
His daddy was a route man for the Royal Cup Coffee Company in Tuscaloosa. He did
home deliveries all over town. Aubrey often overheard his daddy's friends claim that his daddy
delivered more than just French roast. At the window, entranced by June’s naked body covered
in sweat, Aubrey thought he might like to take a turn. What did it feel like to be inside a woman,
to know what her mouth tasted like?
Later that night he heard his mama's voice through the wall their bedrooms shared.
"Who was it this time, George?"
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"I told you when you got pregnant and your daddy forced me to the altar that no one
woman could satiate all my carnal needs."
"Jesus Christ, George. You could do a better job of hiding it.” His mama was brushing
her hair. Aubrey could tell. That’s what she did when they fought. His daddy would say
something mean, his mama would give her hair a few tugs with the brush and then fire off a
response. “I turned a blind eye as long as you were putting food on the table, but we’re goddamn
broke. Did you talk to Billy Henning about that TVA job? He said they're going to need a lot of
boys up in Lauderdale County on that Wheeler dam project."
"I stopped by the house, but he wasn't home."
"Why didn't you go to his office? I swear, George. You ain't got a lick of sense."
Aubrey heard arguments like this most nights for the past few months. He used to hear
the creak of the box springs and the headboard knocking hard against the wall, but that stopped
around March when his daddy got fired from the paper mill. Nights like these made Aubrey wish
he had a brother or sister to comfort him. He overheard his mama talking to a friend one time,
saying that after Aubrey was born the doctor told her she wouldn’t be able to have any more
children. He had wrecked her uterus. He felt like maybe that was the reason his parents hated
each other. Maybe if there were more kids, maybe a sister, his mama would be happier.

"Come on, son. Let's get out to the levee and get us something.” His daddy tapped him on the
forehead. Aubrey untangled himself from his sweat drenched sheets. It took a minute to gather
his thoughts and adjust his eyes to the room. He knew it must be midnight, his daddy’s favorite
time to go frogging.
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The air was filled with the shrill sounds of cicadas. A trip to the levee and the swamp
behind it meant his daddy’s commission check was either exceedingly low or non-existent.
Aubrey had gotten used to the trek. The way his mama fricasseed the frog legs almost made him
forget what he was eating.
"What would you think about moving to Birmingham, son? Maybe we can make our way
over to Atlanta or down to New Orleans. Delivering this coffee just ain't cutting it. Folks around
here are too broke to be buying Royal Cup."
"Not Mrs. Henning."
"You hit the nail on the head there. How do you know June likes her coffee?"
"I saw your truck out in front of her house yesterday."
"Why didn't you come see me? That was my last stop. I could've given you a ride home."
"You seemed busy."
“Yeah, I guess I was.”
His daddy moved the beam of the flashlight over the water until it landed on a group of
eyes. From the bank his daddy knew which eyes belonged to big, eating sized bullfrogs, and
which belonged to the little frogs, and sometimes to an alligator. It always impressed Aubrey. He
was better at it himself than he used to be, but nowhere near his daddy yet. The two of them
waded out into the murky water. Aubrey held an old pillowcase and a long pole with a threeprong spear attached to it. A shadow from a hand or pole handle pulled through the flashlight’s
beam would spook a big frog, and Aubrey’s carelessness with the light had gotten him a few
midnight lectures. Now they kept the beam off of the frogs until they began their final stalk.
Then his daddy would keep the beam directly on the frog’s eyes.
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They came upon the group of frogs and his daddy locked the flashlight on the biggest
frog he ever saw. If he was here by himself, Aubrey would’ve stayed away. He never knew what
one of those frogs might be up to.
“You ready boy? Let’s get this big son of a bitch.” His daddy stood back as Aubrey
moved in on the giant bullfrog. He took a step and stumbled as his foot sank into a hole. His arm
crossed the light’s beam as he tried to keep his balance. The frogs got spooked and scattered
themselves into the swamp.
“God damn it.” His daddy turned and headed back to shore. “You got to be careful. How
many times I got to tell you?”
“I’m sorry. There was a hole.” Aubrey threw the pillowcase over his shoulder and drug
his free hand along the top of the water.
“Alright. We got time. Let’s walk down a bit. See if we can’t find that big boy.”
His daddy scanned the swamp and let the light land on a group of eyes. The two of them
waded back into the water. They made their way over to the frogs and his daddy placed the beam
on two pairs of eyes.
“God almighty,” his daddy said. He started to chuckle.
His daddy found the giant frog perched on a log. On top of it was a smaller frog humping
it with all its might.
“I didn’t think they did that. I thought they laid eggs.”
“Yes sir. That old boy there has to fertilize them eggs she’s about to lay. He’s having
himself a big old time.”
“She doesn’t look too excited.” He felt sorry for the big frog. It seemed unfair that she
had to let the little guy do that to her.
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“Nah. Most of the times they ain’t. Get that pole ready.”
Aubrey stabbed the spear thought the little frog and into the big one. She almost looked
relieved. He dumped them both into his pillowcase and his daddy turned the light to look for
their next kill.

It was July and Aubrey was restless. He started Tom Sawyer but hadn't made it past the first
chapter. He grabbed his fishing pole and headed down to the levee. He passed Mrs. Henning's
house and his daddy's truck out front. He wondered if the neighbors were curious about just how
much coffee the Henning's drank.
His daddy came out onto the Hennings’ porch and Aubrey locked eyes with him.
"Where you going, son?" his daddy asked.
"Down to the levee. Going to try and catch us some supper."
"You want some company?"
Before Aubrey could answer Mrs. Henning came out clutching a few folded dollars.
"Here you go, George." She slid the bills deep into his pants pocket. She’d missed the top
button of her blouse and her cleavage was exposed.
"Thanks, sugar. And thank you for choosing Royal Cup. Like our label says, You'll want
the second cup." His daddy’s face was flushed and sweaty.
"Is that your boy there?" Mrs. Henning asked.
"It sure is."
"You're as handsome as your daddy. I bet all the girls at school just eat you up, huh?" She
bent down and tried to gaze into his eyes but Aubrey looked down at his feet. His stomach

90

tingled the same way it did when he jumped off the bridge over the river and dropped that twenty
feet into the water.

His mama was pissed. He could hear it in her voice.
"Did you talk to Billy Henning today?"
"No, he wasn't by the house."
"God damn it, George. Why don't you just go by his office?"
"Well, his office isn't on my route. His house is."
Aubrey could feel the silence that last statement created.
"Please, George, tell me you're not screwing the wife of the only man in town who has
the power to give you a job. Are you that much of an idiot?"
"I don't feel the need to discuss this with you. If it’ll get you to shut up, I'll go see Billy
tomorrow. Will that make you happy?"
"Just get a job, George. One with a reliable paycheck."
Aubrey lay awake in bed and thought about the times he shared with his parents before he
knew his daddy was a cheater. They used to take picnic lunches down to the sand bar and watch
the barges going up river. He used to love to swim out and bounce in the wake the large ships
would leave. His daddy would lie with his head in his mama's lap and proclaim all the wonderful
things he planned to do for the family. If someone would just give him a break. All he needed
was for one person to see his potential and employ him in a high paying position that fit his
qualifications.
In the morning Aubrey sat at the table and pushed the remains of his Cream of Wheat
around the bowl. There was a knock and his mama answered the door.
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"Hi, Billy," his mama said.
"Hello, Frances. Is George here? I have something I need to discuss with him."
"Is it about the job up in Lauderdale? We're really counting on it, Billy. Thank you so
much."
"Job? Well, no. I didn't know he was interested."
Aubrey could see the look of defeat in his mama's face. She knew why Billy was here.
There'd been other jealous husbands and boyfriends over the years, Aubrey realized that now. It
was probably the reason they left Livingston when he was six, and Bessemer when he was nine.
"He’s in the back getting ready. Let me get him for you."
"I'd appreciate that, Frances, I really would."
Billy Henning was a short man with a small frame. Aubrey guessed his daddy was at
least a foot taller and 75 pounds heavier. He didn't know much about sex and relationships, but
he could tell that Mrs. Henning was too much woman for her husband. She looked like she was
too much woman for anybody.
"Well, hey now Billy. What do you say?" His daddy wiped off leftover shaving cream
with a towel and draped it over his shoulder.
"Can we step outside? There's some rumors going round that you and I need to discuss."
"Rumors? What kind of rumors? I hope no one thinks I'm dying." His daddy let out a
loud cackle and slapped Billy on the side of the shoulder.
"You know God damn well what kind of rumors. My neighbor tells me your truck is
parked out in front of my house nearly every day, for hours at a time."
Aubrey’s mama sat at the table with him and clenched her fists so hard her knuckles
turned white. She looked like she might cry if she weren’t so angry.
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"Well, your neighbor is mistaken. If he sees my truck, it's only because I'm dropping off
your order."
" I don't even drink coffee. I know my wife's not drinking ten pounds of coffee a week.
Who are you trying to fool?"
"I ain't fooling nobody. This sounds like a discussion you need to have with your wife,
not me. Why don’t you head home and let June cool you off?"
"You son of a bitch." Billy waved a snub nosed revolver back and forth.
"Jesus Christ! Watch what you're doing there." His daddy jumped back from where he
stood.
"You've got a wife, George. Why'd you have to go messing with mine? Look at Frances
over there. She’s pretty, real pretty."
"You've got it all wrong, Billy. I'm no homewrecker."
"Yes, you are. You're a no good lying cheat. I'd be doing the world a favor if I shot you."
Aubrey’s mama got up and went over to where his dad’s truck keys were. She put them
in her purse along with the little cash she’d socked away in the canister above the stove.
“Come on, son.” She put her hand on his shoulder and he got up out of his chair.
His daddy knocked the gun out of Billy’s hands and it hit the floor. It fired a round into
the plaster wall and both men dove for it. They locked up arms and rolled around on the floor.
Aubrey and his mama stepped over them on their way out the door.
“Where you two going?” His daddy’s voice was strained. He and Billy had their hands
around each other’s throats. Billy was small but he was wirey.
“Me and Aubrey are going to take ourselves a little vacation. Go down to Orange Beach.
Let you sort out your mess.”
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“Don’t leave.”
It was too late. He and his mama were out the door.
“You know how to drive?” Aubrey wasn’t sure they’d get too far.
“I learned from your grandaddy.”
The truck lurched into gear and they were off. Aubrey wondered where they might stay
down in Orange Beach. Maybe there were some relatives down there. An aunt or cousin he
didn’t know he had. He thought of the giant frog back in the swamp. She probably wished she’d
had a truck to drive away from all those little frogs. She looked like she would’ve made a fine
pet. He wished that he hadn’t killed her, that he hadn’t sat in the kitchen while his mama cleaned
her for the pan. Mama snipped the hind legs off just above the hip so they stayed together. Made
an inch-long cut on the thigh of each leg and then pulled the skin off with a pair of pliers. Some
people like to snip off the feet, but not his mama. He was never sure if she saved them for the
tiny bite of meat on the foot, or if she just liked watching those feet kick and jump around the
skillet.
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SPIN THE BLACK CIRCLE

You find the records at an estate sale. They’re big, waxy seventy-eights that look archaic.
The daughter of the woman who passed says they weren't her mother's. They belonged to the
housekeeper, who took up residence in the back of the house for a time, but had long since
returned home to Arkansas. None of that would have mattered if it weren't for the music that
hisses and pops from the grooves. This is more than just the blues; these are haunting, depraved
songs of lust and murder. When you listen, you forget about your job scheduling pilot shifts at
FedEx. You forget about your lack of love life, your apartment. For a moment, you are the
hunter in these songs. You are the one in charge, the one who takes what they want. You are
unbridled, perched Indian style on the living room floor. Slashing throats. Piercing abdomens.
Lost in a sea of apocalyptic visions. It becomes your drug. A fat dose of dopamine.
I reached out from the dark
Parted your breast plate
With my daddy's knife
A souvenir
To keep her screams with me
And engrave a memory
Oh, Piggott
You become consumed by these songs. There are three records in all, with one song on
each side, and for months you study every small crack and listen to every note that comes out of
them. You return to the house of the estate sale, but the daughter has since moved on. You’re
able to find her through property tax records and ask if she remembers the name of the maid, or
if she knows what town in Arkansas she was from. She tells you the maid's name was Hattie
95

Smith and that she’s from somewhere near Jonesboro. You aren’t sure if Hattie is still alive.
You’re told she was ill when she left Memphis.
Your red hair
Matted and wet
I'll cut from your skin
My own parchment and pen
Write down this song
Helena, you tease
Oh, Helena
You track down Hattie's last known address to a trailer in Brookland, just northeast of
Jonesboro. An older woman answers the door when you knock. You ask if she is Hattie.
“No, that was my mama,” she says. “What's this about?”
You say, “I found some old records I was told belonged to her. Old blues recordings.
There were no labels and I'm trying to find out who the musician was.” Together you stand in
silence for a few moments.
“Mama passed last year. She didn't really listen to a lot of music. That's probably my
Granddaddy on them records. He played the guitar, traveling around and singing.”
“Do you have any more of his recordings? I can pay you for them,” you say, and expose
the wad of cash in your hand.
“No, I don't believe I have any here,” she says, tapping her index finger on her cheek.
“But my Aunt Celia, she might still have some of his things. Let me give her a call.”
Hattiesburg
You had a cold shoulder
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Gave me the run around
I found you lying with that man
Cut you both
And took his name
“Daddy only stopped by the house every few weeks when we were kids,” Aunt Celia tells
you as you rummage through boxes in her garage. “He was always on the road. Daddy was a
musician, traveled all over the Delta. After he died, we found out he had families up and down
Route 49. Can you imagine? I had forty brothers and sisters that I didn't even know about.
Probably more tucked away somewhere else.”
“When did your father pass?”
“It was tragic. He was drunk down near Gulfport and some white woman said he tried to
touch her backside. Two police grabbed him and Daddy started swinging. Those two police and
a whole crowd of people took Daddy down. They beat the back of his head in with they batons.
Daddy's partner Ezell saw the whole mess. Said there wasn't nothing nobody could do. We had
to have a closed casket funeral. That's when all them other women with they children showed
up.”
“How old were you?”
“Let’s see. In '38 I was seven years old.”
Aunt Celia goes back to the house to check on her lunch and leaves you alone in the
garage to sift through eighty years of trinkets and mementos from a life spent working too hard
for too little pay. They are mostly boxes of children's artwork and Christmas decorations. A
small steamer trunk sits under a mound of old magazines in a corner of the room. You move old
issues of Hue onto the floor and pop open the trunk’s latches.
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Lyon
With your mane and your tail
I rode you down
And took you again
Your crooked spine
I ain't looked back
And I don't mind bites
You pay Aunt Celia $75 for her father's steamer trunk. His name was Garrett Johnson,
but he went by the name of Long Tooth on the Chitlin' circuit. There are no records in the trunk,
but there is a crude notebook full of lyrics. Pictures of a man with different women, a man who
you guess is Long Tooth, are tucked into the pages of the notebook. The notebook is bound with
yarn and its pages are much rougher than paper. You imagine Long Tooth traveling up and down
Route 49, past cotton fields and one room shacks, blooming dogwoods in the spring and skeletal
oaks in the winter, hitching rides or walking with his ragged guitar strapped to his back, the
waters of the Mississippi not far off in the distance.
You have a run in with a worker at Sonic. They get your order all wrong. What is so hard
about leaving pickles off a hamburger? You confront the kid running the window. He dismisses
your complaint with a shrug and an eyeroll. You tell him he should watch himself. He laughs.
“From you?” he asks.
You smile and nod. You don’t move. You stand there and let his confidence fall into
unease, and finally into fear. He tells you to leave or he’s calling the cops.
“Good,” you say. “I love cops. I’ll see you later.”
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He is frightened. You can feel it. You’re filled with a sense of accomplishment and
ecstacy. You wonder if bloodlust might feel the same.

Garrett Johnson's murder is easy enough to look up. A man named Reginald Dwight profiled it in
his book about racially motivated killings in the South. He is a professor at Lemoyne Owen in
Memphis. Professor Dwight is more than happy to invite you to his office to discuss the demise
of Long Tooth Johnson and the other black men in his book who'd met their end at the hand of a
white mob. You hope he can tell you something about Long Tooth's music, where it came from
and how the man became so transfixed by the tragic side of the human experience, and how you
can find more of it.
Lost in the shadows
Jackson was a sight
Never been to sea but I can tread water
You can jump in the Pearl
I'm still gonna find you
Put the blade to the nail
“Professor Dwight, it's nice to meet you,” you say, and stick out your hand for the
geriatric academic to shake.
“A pleasure. Sorry for the mess, but I've been going over state records for a new book I'm
working on. It's about Afro-American genealogy and the systematic betrayal of our familial units
by the government.”
“Sounds like a fascinating read,” you say.
“I’ve got a personal investment. You see, my mother was barely fourteen when she had
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me. All she ever told me about my father was he was a musician. He could've been anyone,
maybe he was Long Tooth Johnson for all I know,” he says, rolls his eyes and adjusts himself in
his chair. “I was born before the times of genetic testing and court ordered child support
payments. If a woman, or more likely a girl, became pregnant and the man offered no support,
well, she was out of luck.”
He looks you in the eyes and asks, ”Do you know what's it like to have no idea where
you come from, who your father was, or what kind of a man he might've been?”
“Somewhat,” you say, and tell him your story: You grew up outside of Carbondale,
Illinois. Your father was a drunk fraternity brother from the university who forced himself on
your teenage mother. She learned his name and went back to see him at his frat house to ask for
help. He told her if she said anything to anyone, he'd kill her and the baby, which was you. Your
mother developed a drinking problem and your childhood was spent surrounded by her
degenerate boyfriends. Some touched you, some beat you. At night you were witness to her
moans of pleasure and agony. You’ve often wondered how much of your father runs through
your veins, his lack of compassion and empathy for another human being. Do you have that in
you?
Professor Dwight closes his eyes and nods in a rhythmic pattern. He says, “That is the
question for the ages: How much of what we do is because of our genetic makeup, and how
much is due to learned behavior and upbringing? I'm a college professor, but my little brother
overdosed on heroin at the Parchman Farm when he was twenty-five. Same mother, same
upbringing—different fathers.”
You both sit in silence until it becomes uncomfortable.
“Enough paternal pondering, let’s discuss what brought you here, Long Tooth Johnson
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and his unfortunate death,” the professor says.
You tell him his daughter said he was beaten to death by two policemen surrounded by a
mob, that he'd tried to grab a white woman's rear.
“He was murdered by two policemen, that's true. From what I understand, it wasn't for
grabbing that white gal's rump. Mr. Johnson was smarter than that, hell most brothers knew
better than to even walk on the same side of the street as a white woman, let alone go in for a
handful of her backside. No, there was something else going on. There’d been a rash of murders
up and down Route 49. They were all colored girls, street walkers mostly. Vicious, vicious
murders. The sadist cut out square patches of skin off the girl's backs. He committed fifteen that
they knew about before he got ambitious and decapitated a white girl in Gulfport. The public lost
its mind, they were panicked and wanted answers. That's when the governor got involved. He
told the Attorney General to make an arrest. Unfortunately for Mr. Johnson, he happened to be in
the wrong place at the wrong time. He was chosen as the murderer, that's why he fought those
policemen with everything he had.”
You sit in awe for a moment and then thank Professor Dwight for his time. You keep
your knowledge of Long Tooth to yourself. If Professor Dwight knew what you did, his chapter
on the unjust murder of Garrett Johnson would be null and void.
A homeless man approaches your car at an intersection. You’ve seen him here before. He
has one arm and always seems to have a different dog with him. You roll down your window. He
asks you for some change, a dollar if you have it. You smile and hand him a few quarters.
“Do you sleep out here,” you ask.
“No, I have a place.”
“Where is it?”

101

“A few blocks that way. Why?”
“I’d like to come see it. See where you sleep.”
“No, no.” He backs away from the car and you give him a wave. The one hand he does
have is trembling.
Dundee you don't know
All the sights I've seen
Fifty miles and five years down
Hold your throat close
Put the vice to the chords
Less than a dog
You open up the notebook, full of pages you now know to be human flesh. There are
lyrics to twenty songs, and all the towns of the murders are in there: Piggott, Lyon, Dundee,
Jackson, Hattiesburg, and on and on. Murders put to song and then put to paper, most never
recorded. To men like Professor Dwight, Long Tooth Johnson was a victim of poor timing, but
you know it’s too much of a coincidence. Someone in the Attorney General's office had done
their homework. A traveling bluesman who just happened to be in every town when the murders
are taking place. His only slip up was the murder of that white woman, the alcoholic sister of an
alderman in Gulfport.
Forrest City
Your semis and lots
Lizards for all
Won't be missed
The overnight stay
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You’re back on the living room floor. You sit criss-cross-applesauce, like you were
taught in school. The music of Longtooth pours out from the speakers around you. The neighbors
complain. They always do. But your mind is not here. You are somewhere in the stratosphere,
floating through clouds of nebulous mire. There are no rules, no law. Only intrinsic violence.
The stars are a map and the moon is a compass, and your only desire is to murder the sun.
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A BOX OF CHIRPING ORIOLES

The raccoon sat up front in his booster seat and snacked on an Egg McMuffin.
Culver eased his grandmother's Buick out into traffic, careful not to bottom out on the drive
like he had on the way in. They hummed past the mall and TJ Maxx, headed toward the
fireworks stand out by the landfill. His raccoon Brutus licked its paws, which Culver knew
to mean it enjoyed its snack. He tried to give Brutus some hash browns, but the raccoon
refused. Worried his pet didn’t get enough vegetables.
Culver's parents were victims of the first wave of the meth epidemic. He was born
premature and wished he had better social skills. Conversations always seemed to turn
awkward. He went to live with his grandma when he was five and never left. Joined the
Army straight out of high school and took a bullet from a sniper his first week in Fallujah.
The shot hit him in his right ass cheek, just below the tailbone, and left him unable to walk
straight. The Army gave him an honorable discharge and he collected disability.
The aisles of the fireworks tent were dusty. Culver felt overwhelmed by so many
choices. He led the raccoon on a leash. It gnawed on a chicken bone it found under a table of
sparklers. He told Brutus to spit it out, but it ignored him, just like everyone else.
"Should we get Roman Candles and Black Cats, or just the Roman Candles?" he
asked Brutus. "Kind of expensive. Guess just the Roman Candles." Culver put down the
Black Cats and walked up to the front to pay.
"Damn, son. That thing ain't rabid, is he?" The cashier backed away from Brutus,
clutching his John Deere hat in his hands.
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"No, sir. I've had him ten years. We found him in the backyard, no bigger than a can
of Coke. Me and my grandma nursed him like a baby." Culver leaned down and scratched
Brutus behind the ears.
"Well, I ain't never seen nothing like that, a damn coon on a leash. What do you feed
him?" The cashier stared at Brutus, cocking his head to the left.
"He eats what we eat. Just took him to McDonald's for breakfast. He'll probably have
a ham sandwich for lunch. Maybe a Miller Lite after dinner," Culver said.
"He drinks beer?" The cashier laughed while he bagged up the fireworks.
On his way home, Culver took a detour and cruised to the Beaver Trap, the town's
lone strip club. He pulled into the parking lot and sat, hoping to get a glimpse of the dancers
as they entered the club. They were girls he went to high school with, but none of them
knew his name or recognized him. In school he learned to make himself invisible. He
watched the girls enter the club with their C-Section scars peeking out, the bags under their
eyes earned from sleepless nights nursing children or snorting amphetamines, or both. He
decided to enter the club and sit at the rack. He counted out ten dollars in singles and gripped
them in his hand.
“How you doing?” the dancer asked. She was a girl named Lacy he had math with
junior year. Now she went by the stage name of Sapphire.
“I know you.”
“I’m sure you do. Everybody knows Sapphire.” She ran her hand through his hair.
“You want a private dance in the back?”
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Culver knew about the back and the things that went on. He got offered the services
every time he came but he could never afford them. His monthly check would be depleted
from just a few minutes in that private room.
“I’ve got to check on Brutus.” Culver left a dollar on the stage and scurried out of the
club. He never lasted more than a song or two.

"What you got in the sack?" Grandma asked as he walked into the kitchen. She eyed the
brown paper bag he carried under his arm.
"A surprise for tonight."
"For Pete’s sake, Culver. How many times I gotta tell you I don't want you lighting
them things off," Grandma said and slapped the table.
"But you were born on the Fourth of July. We have to have fireworks."
"I don't want the neighbors calling the police again. Last year you almost set their
house on fire." She folded her newspaper, got up, and refilled her coffee.
Down in the basement, Culver put on a DVD of Hawaii Five-O. He was infatuated
with the 70's police drama. Any chance he got, he used the phrase, "Book 'em, Danno." He
said it to the cashier at McDonald's earlier, when she read back his order and asked if it was
correct. He thought she smiled at him, but he wasn’t sure.
"I'd like to live in Honolulu someday," he said to Brutus. The raccoon lay curled up
in a ball on the corner of the couch. Culver fell asleep during the episode and dreamed of
Fallujah. He knew this dream well. Lost in a maze of alleys, he’ll wander for what seems
like hours until he lies down from exhaustion and stares up at the bright-blue Iraqi sky.
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The air conditioning in the basement was frigid and Culver woke with a trail of icecold drool running from the corner of his lip down to his chin. He walked upstairs into the
kitchen and found his Uncle Randy and Grandma at the table playing Cribbage.
"Hey, Culver. What's the word?" Randy asked.
"Thunderbird," Culver said, answering with the same tired expression he'd given
since his uncle taught him the phrase when he was ten years old. Back then Uncle Randy
lived in Nashville with Steve. Randy called him his roommate but brought Steve to all the
family gatherings. He and Randy lived together for fifteen years. Culver spent weekends
with them sometimes when his grandma went to bridge tournaments in Knoxville or Atlanta.
Steve liked to take Culver to the mall and buy him Sbarro for lunch. Steve died in his Sonata
in a head-on collision with a minivan. His family took Uncle Randy to court for the house
that he and Steve had shared. Steve’s family won and Randy was forced to move his things
back into the room he grew up in.
"Me and your uncle are going to go pick up some Church's for dinner. You want dark
or white?" Grandma asked.
"White. Like always," Culver said. He hated the oily texture of wings, thighs, and
drumsticks.
Brutus followed him out onto the back porch. Culver pulled his Roman Candles out
of the bag and inspected them. They were a brand called Chirping Orioles. The packaging
claimed that a bird like scream would be made while the multi-colored fireballs shot into the
air.
Grandma brought Culver and Brutus their dinner. They ate out on the porch and split
a six pack of Miller Lite. Brutus drank one, Culver finished off the other five. He had a nice
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buzz by the time the sun went down. They went inside and sang "Happy Birthday" to
Grandma. There was an ice cream cake from Winn-Dixie and Culver gave her a crossword
puzzle book.
"You’re so sweet," Grandma said, and laid a big, wet kiss onto Culver's forehead.
She and Randy were halfway through a box of White Zinfandel. "I know you're itching to
try out those fireworks. You go out back by the woods away from the neighbors. I don't
want to have to deal with the police on my birthday."
"Yes, ma'am. Come on, Brutus," Culver said. He and the raccoon walked to the edge
of the woods that ran along the back of their property. He lit one of the Roman Candles. It
made a high pitched scream as neon green and orange balls of light shot into the night sky.
Culver didn't know what an Oriole sounded like. This intrigued him. The only Orioles he
knew of were the baseball team in Baltimore. Was that the only place Orioles lived? Did
they have them in Tennessee? The fireballs hit his neighbor Mr. Fulton’s screened in porch
and bounced onto the dead grass in front of it which sparked a blaze.
"What in the hell is going on out here?" Mr. Fulton came out of his back door and
dumped his drink onto the small fire in front of him. "I see you. It's bad enough you let that
damn raccoon rifle through my garbage. Now you're trying to set my house on fire. I’m
calling 911.”
The noises frightened Brutus and he ran off into the woods. Culver found the raccoon
cowered under a pine tree.
"It's just a firework. It won't hurt you." Culver pulled out his pack of Salem Lights
and sat down next to Brutus. The stars were bright out where they lived, away from the city.
They reminded him of Fallujah and the fear he felt in that place, when his patrol entered a
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firefight near a Shi'ite mosque. Bullets shot past his shoulders and struck the clay walls
behind him. He shouldered his rifle but sweat ran into his eyes and his fingers were slick
with perspiration. Overcome with panic, he turned tail and ran. That's when the sniper’s
bullet hit him right in the ass. He fell down face first and lay there frozen in terror until the
medic team came for him.
A squad car from the sheriff's department pulled up into their drive with lights
flashing. Culver snuck up from the woods, and peered around the corner of the house as the
two deputies talked to Grandma on the front porch.
"Hello, ma'am. I’m Deputy Shute, this is Deputy Vance. We received a call about a
possible rabid animal. Is the animal in your residence?" he asked. Shute was pudgier than his
partner. His partner Vance carried a catchpole.
"Rabid animal? There's no rabid animals here. Somebody's pulling your leg."
Grandma took a large swig of wine from her red Solo cup.
"The caller said there was a raccoon menacing the neighborhood. You haven't seen
one?" Shute shifted his weight to one side.
"A raccoon? That's just Brutus. He wouldn't hurt anyone. He's like an overgrown tom
cat."
"Well, is the raccoon in the house? We need to take him in to determine if he’s
infected with rabies and a threat to the community," Deputy Shute said.
"They’re out back lighting off fireworks. You can have a look." She motioned with
her head for the deputies to walk around the side of the house and shut the door.
Culver sprinted to the edge of the woods and picked up Brutus and held him in his
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arms like a swaddled infant. The two deputies approached and he began to stammer before
they uttered a word.
"Officers, that was an accident,” Culver said. “I'll gladly pay for Mr. Fulton to get
some new grass. See, my raccoon here, Brutus."
They cut him off before he finished his thought.
"Sir, place the raccoon on the ground and take three large steps back," Shute said. He
held pepper spray in his left hand and placed his right on the gun that clung to his side.
Vance moved toward Brutus and lowered the noose of the catch pole around the
raccoon's neck, but Brutus slipped out and scurried under the deputy's legs and toward the
dogwood tree a few yards away.
"Sir, control your animal or I will be forced to use any means necessary to apprehend
him." Shute sre-holstered his pepper spray and took out his gun.
"Brutus," Culver said. His voice cracked and he ran toward the raccoon. "Stop
running. Stay, Brutus, stay."
"Sir, remain still. Do not interfere with the apprehension of the animal." Shute held a
hand up to Culver.
Vance looped the noose around Brutus' neck, but the raccoon clawed the right side of
the deputy's face when he attempted to pick Brutus up. Now the raccoon ran toward Culver,
with the noose still around his neck and the pole dragging behind him.
Shute jogged over to Vance, who held a handkerchief to his bloody cheek. The two
of them conferred in hushed tones and then they walked back toward Culver and Brutus.
Shute aimed his gun at the raccoon.
"Sir, I will not ask you again. Step away from the raccoon." Shute released the safety
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from his handgun. He tripped on one of the dogwood’s roots and his arm swung down. The
gun went off and the bullet struck his partner in the left knee.
"Fuck," Vance said. He fell onto his side and cried out in pain. "What is wrong with
you?"
"I'm going to kill that fucking thing." Shute stormed toward them. "Sir, move out of
the line of fire."
Culver freed Brutus from the catch pole. He took out a Chirping Oriole, lit it, and
shot it at the approaching deputy. Fireballs screamed out and Brutus fled into the woods.
"Are you crazy?" Shute dodged the neon projectiles that flew at him through the air.
Shute’s partner writhed in agony on the ground behind him. One of the fireballs
landed on Vance’s shirt and burned through to his flesh.
"Why, God? Why is this happening?" Vance asked.
Shute struck Culver in the mouth with his gun. "You're under arrest, you fucking nut
bag."
"I didn't run."
"What?" Shute asked. He shoved Culver face down onto the grass and dug his knee
into the small of Culver’s back as he placed cuffs onto him.
"Book ‘em, Danno.” Culver tasted blood on his teeth.
"Jesus Christ. I hope that raccoon was worth it."
He hoisted Culver up by his right arm and marched him toward the squad car. Culver
turned and looked into the woods. Twenty feet up in a pine tree, he saw the yellow glow of
Brutus’s eyes. He wished then that he was in Hawaii with McGarrett and Danno. To feel the
warmth of the sunshine and the spray of the surf. Culver had been to Destin and all the other
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towns on the Emerald Coast with Grandma. But the Gulf didn’t have the waves. Not like in
Hawaii.
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MARINA LIGHTS IN THE DISTANCE

"We need beer," Gavin said. “Have plenty when the girls show up.”
A few scattered families packed up their gear in the early dusk light. Some college kids
lobbed a volleyball back and forth. The cottonwoods along the edge of the beach cast shadows
that crept across the lakeshore.
“My hands feel like they weigh fifty pounds." Darius dropped his fists into the sand
around his knees and twisted his wrists so his knuckles bore into the ground. The lights from
Cherry Creek Lake’s marina shimmered on the gasoline slick that covered the water near it. The
mountains and the last bit of sun that set behind them shot up past Denver’s skyline. They were
seventeen and stoned. No job. No responsibilities.
“Melanie told me she's not a virgin. Man, all I want to do is get laid."
There’s a fountain at the mall that Gavin likes to sit near. He gets nice and stoned and sits
there while the water rises and falls. Yesterday these girls figured out he must have some pretty
decent weed, so they sat down there with him. He took them out to his car and got them high. He
even made out with the one named Melanie. Darius wasn’t sure how much of it he believed.
“These girls are down to party. They're going to expect us to have something. Do you
think your cousin will go to the store for us?" Gavin asked.
"No.” Darius fished around in his pocket for a lighter and picked up the roach. The paper
sparked when he lit it and it singed his lip. "You know my cousin's not going to get us any
liquor, right? Not after last time, when you got alcohol poisoning and told your parents he bought
the vodka for us. Your dad threatened to call the fucking cops on him."
Gavin shrugged his shoulders and grabbed the roach.

113

Darius simmered with resentment over that weekend two months before. They took their
prom dates to Ruth's Chris. Right before dessert arrived, Gavin's date had whispered loud enough
for the whole table to hear, "We need to leave. Now. Take me out to your car." A wide grin
spread across his face. He and his date walked toward the door. Gavin leaned over and told
Darius, "Sorry, man. She's good to go. You'll have to find another ride. Take one for the team."
He slapped Darius on the back. After an awkward twenty minutes of small talk with his date,
Darius gave in and called his mom, who came and picked them up in her minivan. The next day
Darius learned that Gavin misunderstood what his date had tried to tell him. She didn't want to
leave right then because she wanted to have sex with him in his car, she wanted to leave because
her period was a heavy flow and she bled through her panties and stained the back of her cream
colored dress. Out in the car Gavin stuck his hand between her legs and she burst into tears.
"You have mota?" a voice asked in broken English. Darius jerked his head around to see
two men in paint splattered coveralls. It was near sundown and the beach was deserted. A jogger
was murdered last week on a trail near the lake. The news said they were looking for a couple of
Latino suspects. Were these the guys? Was he stereotyping or reacting to an assumption? He’d
done a paper on causality in his English class. Are them being Latino and the suspects being
Latino mutually exclusive or would the two connect in a logical sense? Now he had confused
himself.
"Mota?" Gavin asked. "Oh, you mean weed. Yeah, man. You want to hit this?" Gavin
offered the meager roach to the painter, who inhaled the rest of the joint in one breath.
"Necesitamos hongos," the painter said. "You have?" He flashed a wad of bills and then
shoved it back into the breast pocket of his coveralls.
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“Hongos? I don’t know what that is.”
“How you say?” The painter mimed eating a handful of something, and then put his arms
out like Frankenstein and rocked back and forth.
“What the hell is he talking about?” Darius asked.
“Mushrooms? You mean mushrooms?”
“Si, mushrooms. Hongos. You have some?”
"Not on me, but we can get you some. Can you get us some beer, cervezas?" Gavin
asked.
The painter nodded and grinned.
"Here's twenty bucks. Can you get us a case of Budweiser?" Gavin asked.
"Coors Light. I get Coors Light," the man said. His hands made a circular motion towards
the boys and the other painter. "You get hongos."
"Oh, okay. What’s your name?"
"Armando," the painter said. "He is Benito." The two men wandered off towards the
parking lot and got in a beater of a pickup. An old Ford.
“I don’t know, man. This seems pretty sketchy.” Darius wanted to leave but he knew
Gavin wouldn’t budge until the girls showed up. If they showed up.
“What are you talking about? We’ll get these guys some mushrooms, they’ll get us some
beer. It’s fine.”
“I think we should bail. It’ll be totally dark soon.”
“You scared of the dark now?” He made ghost sounds and fluttered his fingers in
Darius’s face.
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Gavin’s eyes got wide and he jumped up from where he sat, brushed the sand off his ass
and jogged toward two girls down the beach. He embraced the brunette and stuck his tongue
down her throat. Darius couldn’t believe it. He stood with his hands in his pockets and tried not
to stare. The blonde smoked a cigarette and kicked her foot around in the sand.
The four of them walked over to a picnic table where Gavin and Melanie continued to
make out and grope each other. Darius bummed a Newport from the blonde and asked her name.
“Jency.”
“I’m Darius. You a senior?"
"Just graduated. I got in to ASU, but I'm not sure how I'm going to pay for it. I'll have to
take out a shit ton of student loans." Jency adjusted the underside of her bikini top.
"That's a bitch. I'm not sure I can even get into college."
"My dad has money, but he won't give me any. He lives with his new wife in Boulder."
She stuck her finger in her mouth and gagged. "My ex said he'd help me, but that was before I
found him in the projection booth getting a handjob from one of the box office sluts."
"Like at the movies? How'd he get into the projection booth?"
"He's the manager. He does what he wants."
"Christ. What is he, like thirty?" Darius asked.
"No. He's only twenty four."
Fifteen minutes later the painters returned with the beer.
"Armando." Gavin waved his arms above his head like an excited child.
"You get hongos?" Benito set the beer down. The weight of it had made him break a
sweat. "It's coming. Why don't we shotgun a few beers?" Gavin asked. He took six cans out of
the box and passed them around.
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Foam sprayed out of the side of the can and ran down Darius’s neck and onto his shirt.
The glares from the Latinos made Darius think heading home might be in his best interest.
“Gavin, why don’t we head back to your place. Aren’t your folks out of town?”
“They got back last night. Everything is fine. Chill out.” Gavin grabbed Melanie’s hand
and led her down to the beach. “We’re going for a walk.”
"Why did you and Gavin come to a lake without any swim trunks or towels?" Jency
asked. She smirked and looked Darius up and down.
"We left my house with no idea of where we'd end up. I guess we didn't plan." He traced
the logo along the side of his Coors Light can with his fingertip. He couldn’t just leave Jency
here. Gavin was a selfish prick. Always had been. But Jency seemed nice. She didn’t deserve to
be stuck here in whatever mess Gavin might be getting into. Darius wasn’t so sure about
Melanie.
“Want to go swimming?" Darius asked.
"Yeah. That's why I wore a bikini." She took the last sip of her beer. "You have on
boxers?"
"Christmas boxers."
"You get us hongos?" Benito asked. He leaned over his shoulder and it surprised Darius
so much that he trembled.
"Let me find Gavin. I'm sure he’s got it coming. Any second now." Darius smiled while
the man retreated back to the table with his buddy.
"You know these guys?" Jency asked.
"Not at all," Darius said. “This is some typical Gavin shit. He writes a check his ass can’t
cash and leaves me here to deal with it.”
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"Come on," Jency said and tugged at one of his belt loops. They walked in the other
direction from Gavin and Melanie. The families had left and the college kids packed up. They
were alone on the beach bathed in moonlight.
"Do you have a girlfriend?" she asked.
"No," Darius said. He looked over his shoulder to make sure the two men weren’t
following them. The cops had found the jogger with her skull caved in. Do painters carry
hammers?
"Have you had a lot of girlfriends?"
"A few. I like to keep my options open." His voice cracked.
"Are you a virgin?"
"No." Darius looked up at the stars and tried to believe his own lie. The wide open sky
above him increased his anxiety.
"I'm not surprised. You're pretty cute," she said. Jency stopped walking and kissed him. It
was a gentle wet kiss that made his stomach buzz. "Want to get in the water?"
"Sure,” he said. Darius undid his jeans and yanked his shirt off over his head. Out in the
water she pulled him close to her and ran her hand up and down his thigh. They groped each
other in the calmness of the lake.
"I'm on birth control," she said into his ear. Jency took off her bikini bottoms and threw
them close to the shore, and then pulled down Darius's boxers and slid them off over his feet.
She straddled his waist and eased him into her, and they moved with the rhythm of the water that
lapped around them.
Darius was a virgin. None of this seemed real. If getting laid was this easy, this natural,
why had he spent so long not doing it? There’d been a few girlfriends in the past but none of
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them ever lasted more than a week or two. Love eluded him, but he wondered if he might be in
love now. Fallen head over heels for the goddess in the water. Her fingernails dug into his back
and it made him want to moan, but he was afraid to. Any deviation in his movement might cause
all of this to go away, this moment, the zenith of his adolescence.
There was a shriek at a decibel level usually reserved for the torture of war criminals.
Melanie sprinted down the beach and behind her Benito and Armando drug Gavin by the hair.
"Oh, shit," Jency said, and pulled herself off him.
He and Jency sloshed through the water back to the beach.
"What the fuck?" Darius cupped his manhood and wished he kept track of where his
boxers and jeans were.
"Me and Melanie were fooling around when this asshole came over and grabbed me from
behind," Gavin said.
"You get us hongos?" Armando asked. Benito had Melanie by the arm.
“Take your hands off her,” Jency said.
“Alright. Everybody chill out.” Darius wasn’t much of a leader. It was never his strong
suit. Just like in middle school when he met Gavin in a sixth grade P.E. class. This kid Sam
Jenkins hid Darius’s pants while he changed. Gavin egged Darius on until he beat the shit out of
Sam. He’d followed Gavin ever since. Always the toadie. Always the stooge.
Jency ran up to Benito and socked him right in the jaw. He tossed Melanie to the side and
lunged at Jency but she spun out of the way and he fell into the sand. Jency grabbed Melanie and
the two girls struggled to dash up the beach through the thick sand. Admiration and
disappointment filled Darius. Did the jogger fight back like that? Did she even see it coming?
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Jency and Melanie disappeared into the night, and Darius was left with Gavin and the mess he’d
made.
"Jesus. All you had to do was get them some mushrooms.” Darius shivered in the night
air and his eyes watered from the wind.
"It's not my fault, I tried. I figured they'd get bored and leave. It's been hours," Gavin
said.
"You get us hongos," Armando said.
"We don't have your mushrooms. There are no hongos."
“You get us hongos.’’
“Nobody's getting you mushrooms or anything else. I'm sorry,” Darius said. His father
had brought him here on his tenth birthday to jet ski. They sat on the beach and looked at the
mountains. His father pointed to the different peaks and told him who they were named for.
“Wealthy men," his father said. “It's easy to get a mountain named after you, if you have enough
money.” Would a mountain named after him make him feel larger than he was, like an alpine
monolith that blocked the sun and moon?
"Do you swim?" he asked Armando.
"Que?”
"Do you swim?" he asked again, but Armando didn't answer. In the distance the lights of
the marina flashed off and on like a secret code. Darius dove into the lake and broke the seal of
the placid water. Submerged below the surface, he could make out Gavin’s yells on the beach.
His father took him to Hooters after their day of jet skiing and mountain gazing. The
waitress gave Darius a hug from behind and he felt her large breasts on the tops of his shoulders.
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A look of shame must’ve shot across his face because his father shook with laughter. “That's
good boy. It means she likes you," his dad said, and patted him twice on the cheek.
Under the water Darius moved with the swiftness of a frog. He’d perfected his own
version of a modified breaststroke years ago. He hated freestyle swimming, the turning from side
to side to inhale. He preferred the solitude of gliding submerged.
The air was crisp when he broke the surface to take in a lungful of air. The marina wasn’t
too far off, and he wasn’t too tired. The nothingness of the dark water embraced him like a fleece
blanket, smooth on his skin. The jogger should’ve made it to the water. She might’ve survived if
she concealed herself in the water, to feel its current wrap around her. Maybe if she threw a
punch like Jency. That’s what it took to survive in the world. A mean right hook and a tenacity
that had escaped him most of his life. Maybe he was the jogger. Passive and malleable to the
situations he was thrust into. He’d remember this night years from now when he returned to the
lake with his own son. He’d tell him about Jency and the way she handled herself with those
painters.
Darius felt metal in front of him, and knew he was at the marina. The smell of gasoline
struck him as he surfaced. He drug himself up onto the platform and considered the empty
landing. There were no attendants. No jet skis. No boats for rent. He heard Gavin call out for him
again from the beach. The Latinos called out, too. Darius ignored them all. This wasn’t his fight,
his mess. They may have thought he drowned and called out in fear and anguish. He sat down on
the edge of the dock naked and cold, and dreamed that the sun might rise, warm him up and light
up the sky.
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ROYAL ORDER OF JESTERS

John Kincaid found himself alone on the Greyhound outside a Pilot truck stop. He took
three Ativan before they left Little Rock, which meant he never felt the bus stop in Memphis. He
was in Moore, Oklahoma, working on his brother-in-law's crew, rebuilding one of the
elementary schools the tornado flattened a few months before. Kincaid had five DUI's in three
states, which led to he and the government's mutual decision for him to stop driving altogether.
He walked in and saw the cashier being served papers by a deputy. Kincaid walked to the
beer cooler and grabbed a tallboy of Bud.
“We near Memphis?” he asked the clerk, setting the can by the cash register. The clerk
looked at the subpoena as if it were written in Greek.
“Ninety minutes that way.” She pointed at the front door, too distracted to raise her head.
“Well, shit,” Kincaid said. “Where am I, Forrest City?”
“Nah, you in Jackson, Tennessee,” she said, after snorting a laugh at Kincaid’s question.
“Shit. You got Camel Wides in Jackson, Tennessee?”
“Yeh.”
“Let me get a pack of them, too.”
Kincaid stepped outside and popped open his beer. He was supposed to be in Memphis
three hours ago, sleeping on his sister's fold out couch and waiting for the rest of his check from
his brother-in-law Harry, who'd stayed in Moore to tile the home bathroom of the principal,
although he suspected Harry of laying down more than just ceramics in the woman's home.
Kincaid left his duffel bag in the Motel 6 back in Oklahoma, forgot it on the bed as he stumbled
out the door still drunk, just in time to catch the noon bus.
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Around the corner of the Pilot, the bus driver smoked a cigarette, and Kincaid headed
over to bum a light.
“I missed my stop, back there in Memphis,” Kincaid said, his words muffled by the
Camel and his hands cupped around it.
“You did? I must've missed you when I did the headcount. I can take you on to Nashville
if you like.”
“Nah. I got money waiting for me in Memphis. There a bus that runs from here to there?”
Kincaid nudged a cicada shell back and forth between his feet and then ground it into the asphalt.
“There's one that leaves from the depot downtown, but not till morning. Might get a late
start, they having their Memorial Day parade tomorrow.”
“Parade, huh? There a bar near the depot?” Kincaid asked.
He hoofed it up the embankment and headed across the highway, toward the city lights of
what the driver told him passed for a downtown. His wallet held eighty bucks in cash and his
brother-in-law's Home Depot card.

In the bar, Kincaid sipped on a bottle of Bud while he waited for the ice in his bourbon to melt a
little. An old Eastwood movie played on the TV behind the bar, one of those Leone ones he used
to stay up and watch with his grandfather on that Zenith whose wooden cabinet seemed to take
up half the living room. A group of Shriners entered the bar and broke his gaze, slapping each
other's backs and reddening their faces with laughter. The tassels from their fezzes swayed and
bounced with each drunken heave.
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“Let me get four Wild Turkeys on the rocks, sweetheart,” the most coherent of the
Shriners told the barkeep, a woman who looked to be in her early thirties and wore a tight tank
top Kincaid had taken several looks down.
“You boys paying cash or credit?” she asked in between drags on her cigarette.
“Cash is king. Leave no trails.” The Shriner placed two twenties on the bar. “Keep the
change and make those pours count.” He rapped his knuckles twice on the bar, hard enough to
echo above the clamor his fellow Shriners were making. A few college kids playing darts in a
back corner turned to take notice and Kincaid took a sip of his beer.
The Shriner caught Kincaid's eye and grinned. “Don't know my own strength, I guess.”
He adjusted the fez atop his head and took a large gulp of the Turkey. Kincaid stared at the man's
gin blossom nose and the way his gut and legs melded together to make him look like like one
large teardrop.
“Then I presume you are a noble?” Kincaid asked.
The Shriner walked down and leaned his shoulder into Kincaid. “I am so accepted by all
men of noble birth.”
“Have you traveled any?” Kincaid asked.
“I have,” the Shriner said.
“From where to what place have you traveled?”
“Traveled east over the hot burning sands of the desert.” The man brushed the tassel out
of his eyes and to the side of his head, like a young girl adjusting her bangs.
“Where,” Kincaid asked, and then paused. “God damn it. Never could remember this
part.”
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“You almost had me,” the man said. “I thought there was a chance you might be one of
us.”
“Almost was. My granddaddy was a mason. I probably would've been one too if he hadn't
wrecked his pickup and got himself thrown through the windshield. Hit a pine tree doing about
eighty-five.”
“That's a shame. Always sorry to hear about a brother who's passed on.”
“I was still a kid. Doesn't seem like that long ago, though. Why is it that the older we get,
the faster time goes?” Kincaid thought about being a small boy in Murfreesboro, and how the
months between school starting and Christmas break felt like decades.
“Wait till you're my age, son. Time is a rocket sled with no brakes.”
“What are ya'll doing in Jackson? One of your hospitals here?”
“Nah, closest one's in Cincinnati. We're here for the parade tomorrow.”
“No shit? You got some of them small cars to ride around in?” Kincaid drained the last of
his bourbon and crushing the small bits of ice between his teeth.
“Yes, sir. I'm the leader of this pack of esteemed gentleman. We belong to the Royal
Order of Jesters, the most exclusive and prestigious sect of the noble Shrine. My name's Bob.”
The Shriner extended his hand and Kincaid shook it, trying his best to remember the secret
handshake his Grandpa Holt taught him. He placed his forefinger into the palm of Bob's and
wrapped his thumb over the man's closest digits.
“John Kincaid. Nice to meet you.”
“Close, close. That handshake's almost there,” Bob said.
“My Grandpa schooled me on ya'll, but it's been so long. A lot of it’s fuzzy.”
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“Hey Miss, let me get a shot of Turkey for me and my new friend here,” Bob said,
winking at the woman behind the bar. “What do you think of older men, honey? I can show you
things these young fellas haven't even thought of yet.” He slapped Kincaid on the back.
“Fifteen bucks,” she said, not smiling.
Bob handed her another twenty. “Keep it,” he said. “Sorry to offend. It wasn't my
intention.” He gave a slight bow. “Come on, Johnny, let me introduce you to my friends.”

Kincaid sat in a haze of cigar smoke that poured out of the Shriners' mouths. The Wild Turkey
flowed, and the older men philosophized on organized religion and God himself, not so much a
discussion, but an agreement among them that only true believers shall enter the Kingdom of
Heaven.
He was at the table for an hour, growing drunk and removed. He thought about being
trapped for hours on Sunday at church, the boredom he felt in Sunday school hearing about
Jonah and the Whale for the hundredth time, and then the panic he felt later during the sermon
when the Baptist preacher described the fires of hell that awaited sinners like himself. He grew to
hate religion, hated the ideas and belief that an all-powerful being controlled his fate. If there was
a God, Kincaid despised him. Why had God let his father run off drunk when Kincaid was just
five? Why had this God subjected him to the steady flow of his mother's abusive boyfriends?
Most important, why had God taken his grandfather from him, the one decent and caring man he
had in his life? Kincaid's resentments ran deep, and they started with the Man Upstairs.
“And what does our young friend think? So quiet, I'm sure he's been struck mute by the
brilliance of our intellect.” Bob took a long, satisfied drag from his cigar.
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“God is shit.” Kincaid summoned the three words that had tumbled around his brain since
the Shriners began to preach.
“What's that, son? I don't think we heard you right.” Bob leaned his face into Kincaid's.
The other three Shriners grimaced and pouted their lips.
“Maybe God has worked in a wondrous way for you fellas, but he ain't done a damn
thing for my ass, so you can take your Jesus Loves Me bullshit and go fuck yourselves.”
Kincaid never saw a septuagenarian move so swiftly. In an instant, the four old men were
on him, pulling his chair back and spilling him onto the floor. The Shriners rained blows down
upon him, their arthritic knuckles popping each time they landed one on Kincaid's face and chest.
Wingtips cracked his ribs as they stomped his sides and stomach.
“The face of the Lord is against evildoers, to cut off the memory of them from the earth.”
Bob wheezed between right hooks. “Psalms 34:16. Do you hear me?”
The bartender screamed that she called 911. As Kincaid watched the Shriners walk out
the door, the room faded in and out. When the police showed up, Kincaid spat at them with
frantic, misplaced aim as they tried to pull him up from his fetal position. The cops were in no
mood, and they returned him to the floor. One of the officers pinned his knee into Kincaid's spine
while the other handcuffed him.
The cold, hard plastic of the backseat of the police cruiser felt good on his swollen face.
He was lulled to sleep, and his legs were jelly by the time he was forced to march into the
jailhouse. The bright fluorescent lights burned like fire while he was fingerprinted and
photographed.
The last time he spent time in a cell was the year before. He and his now ex-wife
Mandy's domestic dispute had spilled out into the front yard and woken the neighbors. Kincaid
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had his own way of thinking about love, that there was no stronger kind of love than the one that
makes you stand out in the street at 4am with your shirt off, knowing the cops and that
restraining order are coming your way just as sure as the dawn.
When they took him from his cell to make his one phone call, he made it to his sister
back in Memphis. “Becky, I've got the money coming, I just need you to wire some to the
bondsmen so I can get the hell out of Jackson.” He wrapped the metal phone cord around his
hand.
“Damn it, John. All you had to do was take a bus to Memphis. You couldn't even do that
right. I'll have to wait for Harry to get home before I can send it. Just sit tight.” Becky’s voice
sounded as disappointed in him as it always did.
His ex-wife Mandy was the first person in a long time who made him feel like his life had
purpose. The day she walked out on him for good, he started this bender. Jackson was the last
place he expected to find God, and he hadn't yet, but those Shriners put a fear into him. What
kind of deity could instill strength and agility into bodies that frail and out of shape? Kincaid lay
on the top bunk in Madison County and imagined the universe, the way the stars and the sky go
on and on, without end into the night. The way they used to look when he was a kid and he lay in
the bed of his Grandpa Holt's pickup and make plans, his whole life ahead of him.
If there is no God, he thought, how did it all start? When did life begin, and where will it
end? There must be a Heaven, or at least somewhere better, than this life. In silence, and for the
first time since he was a little boy, Kincaid prayed. Not for wealth, or fame, or even freedom
from his jail cell, but for the weight of his being to be removed from his shoulders. He didn't
want to start every day with the remorse and doom of not remembering— or worse yet, the
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remembrance— of his actions. As he lay there, he repeated the first line to the only hymn he
knew, Jesus loves me this I know.
“Kincaid. Your bail’s been paid. Get your shit together.” A deputy opened the cell door.
As he dressed and gathered himself, he thought about the bus ride back to Memphis that
waited for him. He pictured the cramped seats and felt a wave of nausea roll over him. His face
was sore from the beating and his stomach gurgled in need of nourishment. He hadn’t kept down
the baloney sandwich they gave him. If he stayed a little longer, he might’ve been able to get
some breakfast. Most of these jails served the same thing — powdered eggs with wet-cardboard
like waffles, and grits with sugar packets. He looked in his wallet and whatever cash he had left
after the bar was picked clean.
“Hey,” he said to a deputy. “Somebody took my money.”
“Wasn’t none in there when you came in. You been bailed out. Now get.” The deputy
shuffled him through the front door of the jailhouse.
“Hello, John.” Bob the Shriner stood leaned up next to a light pole. “How you feeling?”
Kincaid stared. The Shriner looked no worse for the wear, whereas Kincaid felt like he’d
been run over by a truck.
“They treat you alright in there?”
“Stole my money,” Kincaid said.
“I guess that’s what you get with these small town cops, wishing they was in the big city.
Come on, John. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”
Kincaid followed Bob down the street and into a Waffle House where they took a booth
by a window.
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“Can you buy me some breakfast too?” Kincaid asked after the aroma from a plate full of
smothered and covered hash browns wafted by him.
“Sure son. Whatever you want.”
For awhile Bob just sat in the booth across from Kincaid and sipped his coffee and
prodded the pieces of omelette around his plate. Kincaid wondered why he didn't eat.
“Where your friends at?” Kincaid asked.
“The boys are getting ready for the parade.”
“Why you here?”
“I wanted to talk to you.”
“You didn’t get enough talking in while you and your friends beat my ass?” Kincaid
asked.
“Well, I feel sorry about that. I really do. Wasn’t quite the Christian thing to do, I
suppose. But when a man runs down your Lord and saviour, it tends to rile your blood some.”
“How old are you?”
“I’m 75 years young.”
“How are you still so strong?”
“I never stopped moving,” Bob said. “When I retired, I didn’t stay home and watch the
Weather Channel with my wife. I went out and got things done. Me and my brothers travel the
country. Try and help sick kids. Sometimes we drink too much.”
Kincaid considered the man’s face, and the lines within, the shoulders that held up his
broad frame. Bob was different. Kincaid knew this. What he didn’t know was whether it was
already too late for himself. He felt the wear of his years weigh on him, sitting in that Waffle
House in Jackson, Tennessee.

130

“Could I change?” he asked, directed toward both Bob and himself.
Bob seemed to be trying to pierce Kincaid’s eyes with his own.
“Anyone can change, but most people don’t. They let the worst of life get to them.
Especially now. Everyone wants things to be fair. But it’s not. Life is difficult.”
Kincaid sat and took it all in. “Life is difficult.”
“You know, that’s what my daddy told me right before I left for Korea. And he was right.
I got over there and was scared out of my mind. Trekking through the mud, through rice paddies.
I thought I was gonna die every minute of everyday. Until I found him.”
“Jesus?”
“Nope.”
“Who?”
“My gook. We found him outside of No Gun Ri. Knew he was Northern. Had him one of
those Soviet burp guns. His right knee cap was blown off and he was laying there on the ground
screaming gibberish. My C.O told me to put him down but I balked. Couldn’t do it.” Bob picked
up a straw and twisted the end around. “So my C.O. held his pistol against my head. Told me to
do it. But I couldn’t shoot him. I just couldn’t. Threw my rifle down and all that fear and death
shot through my arms like Popeye eating spinach.” He chuckled and shook his head. “I mean, I
was irate with strength. I beat on that Korean boy’s face for a good half hour. Shattered his eye
sockets. Knocked all his teeth out. Smashed his nose til there wasn’t nothing left but spongy
cartilage. I destroyed him. My C.O. and two of my platoon mates had to pull me off. He’d been
dead for ten minutes or so and I just kept on swinging.”
“Damn.” Kincaid looked at his own hands. He’d been in fights but he almost always
wrote checks his ass couldn’t cash. Most definitely had never come close to killing a man.
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“After they pulled me off I went back over. Pulled out my knife and took this.” Bob
pulled a set of dog tags out from his shirt. Attached to them was the withered remains of what
used to be a human ear. “John, this right here is why I don’t fear life. I fear no difficulties. You
ever killed a man?”
“No, sir. I guess I ain’t never been that mad.”
“You should. It’ll change your life.” Bob threw two twenties down on the table.
As they walked to the depot, Kincaid watched Bob amble to his left and slightly in front
of him. The man carried himself well. He has confidence, Kincaid thought. In the depot Bob
stopped in front of the little hospitality kiosk.
“You need anything for the road?”
“A pack of smokes. Camel Wides, if they got them. And a Coca-Cola,” Kincaid said.
Bob paid the woman behind the register and handed Kincaid his drink and cigarettes.
“Here you go, John. I’d like you to do one thing for me.”
“What’s that?”
“I want you to stop being such a pussy.” Bob squeezed his shoulder, smiled, and turned
and walked on out of the depot.
Kincaid lay his head back on the seat as he contemplated the grove of red cedars that
flashed by on the interstate. In a few hours he’d be on his sister’s couch, bruised but alive, with
the vision of Bob the Shriner etched in his mind. Kincaid wondered how close he was to being
like that Korean, how close he got to being pummeled until he was just a pile of goo. And then
he shook, because he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be anything more than a guy on a bus, scared out
of his mind.
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ALL THE WEARY WORLD

There was a snow. Not a nice, fluffy snow but a Memphis snow. More ice than powder. It
started out as freezing rain and devolved into the slushy mess that now covered the ground.
School tomorrow was already called off. He was sure his fellow teachers at Central were elated.
But Don was ambivalent. It just meant more time alone in his cramped apartment. He watched
the snow through his window as it drifted under the street light out front. He knew there’d be a
run on milk and bread at the Kroger. The coolers bare and the bread aisle ransacked. Living in
the Bluff City, he never thought he’d make it more than a year, but here he was ten years on. If it
hadn't been for the recession, maybe he would’ve been able to dig himself out. He moved to
Memphis with his wife on the last legs of a five year marriage that produced no children.
They moved here for his wife’s job at International Paper, and when the divorce was final
she stuck him with the house and its balloon payments. Within six months he was foreclosed on
and the Great Recession was in full effect. He went back to what he thought he’d never have to
do again: he taught. It was supposed to be just a stopgap until he got back on his feet and found
an advertising gig. But those jobs either dried up or went to interns the agencies could pay next
to nothing. So here he was. A history teacher at Central High School. He’d be forty five next
month. No wife. No kids to greet him when he came home after a long day of suffering verbal
and even physical abuse from his students. But nowhere near as bad as the beating his buddy
Malcolm got teaching a remedial English class. The poor bastard rolled up in a fetal position on
the faded linoleum, and hoped the lumbering autistic giant stomping him would run out of
energy. Six crushed ribs and one broken eye socket later, Malcolm decided to go into retail.
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Don knew if he was going to be cooped up all day tomorrow he needed to replenish his
coffee supply. And maybe buy a couple cans of tomato soup. The Kroger was three blocks down
and two over from his apartment complex. The roads were undriveable. He bundled himself up
in his pea coat and wrapped a sweater around his face. He had a pair of leather Isotoner gloves
his mother had given him for Christmas a few years ago. He wished he had some big fluffy ones.
If he wasn’t deathly allergic to cats, he’d let one run around the apartment. He was gone for too
many hours at a time to have a dog. At least that’s what he told himself.
The slushy powder crunched under his boots. It was quiet out here. Almost eerie. The
usual sound of traffic was replaced with silence and the sound of his own boots on snow. The
sky had an ominous glow to it that only came with this kind of weather. He saw it many times
living out west in Colorado. He wished he lived there now. But he’d long since given up on the
idea of leaving Memphis alive. He’d die here. Anchored to his debt. His family wasn’t much
help. He was an only child and his mother had remarried after his father passed. Her new
husband was a military man who found Don too much of a sissy to regard with more than a
passing hello at family get togethers. He thought of all this as he hiked down the slippery
sidewalk.
Two blocks before the busy intersection with the Kroger, he heard it. He stopped and
really listened. A cry. And then a little more. It was a child’s cry, but it sounded muffled. Then
he saw a cardboard box on the front steps of an apartment complex. Inside wrapped in thin
blankets was a baby. A very new baby. It was so small. And its cries so weak. He bent down and
scooped the child into his arms.
“Hello,” Don cried out to the empty night. “Are you there? Is this your baby?” There was
no reply. Just the child’s sobs softened by Don’s coat.
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He scanned the block, craning his neck from side to side. He admired the child’s wild
shock of black hair. So thick. Around his thirtieth birthday, Don’s own hair had begun to thin.
He clung to the horseshoe remains.
“Hello?” he asked once again, and listened to the echo across the empty street. He knew
he should call an ambulance or the police. But in that moment of loneliness he watched the
baby’s small face nestle into the chest of his coat. He took off a glove and stroked that wild
shock with his fingers. So soft, he thought. He looked around the block again. This time in
paranoia that maybe the mother watched him. He covered the child with the blankets the best he
could and made his way to the Kroger. At that moment he worried that the store might be closed.
The flourescent lights of the Kroger lobby hummed as he made his way in. His paranoia
rose, and he had to try and calm himself with logical reasons as to why this white man might be
carrying a newborn black child through the aisles of Kroger during a snowstorm. Old enough to
be the child’s grandfather. That might work. He could easily have a daughter who had a child
with a black man. Or maybe he was the father. That might work, too, he thought. A black
woman. A fellow teacher. A good looking one at that. He found a cart with a child’s seat and
placed the baby in it. He wheeled the cart down the baby aisle, half nervous and half giddy. He’d
never taken care of child, let alone a newborn baby. He made a quick checklist in his head.
Diapers. Wipes. Formula. What else? Baby shampoo for all that hair. Powder. Lotion. Bottles.
He threw it all in the cart and made his way to the coffee aisle. He passed the decimated bread
shelves and stopped in front of the canned soups. A few stray cans lay strewn about the shelves.
He found a couple of dented tomatoes, and chicken noodles, and stuck them in the cart. The baby
was sleeping. Don held his hand up against its cheeks. They were warm.
“Cold tonight,” the cashier said. “You got a tiny one there. Precious.”

135

“Thanks,” Don said. He wasn't sure what the proper response should be.
“Look at all that hair. Look just like daddy,” she said.
“She what?” Don asked.
“Said she looks just like you. You're her daddy, right?” She gave Don a quizzical look.
He hadn’t even thought to check whether the baby was a boy or a girl.
“Yeh. She’s mine,” he said.
“Got her wrapped up like a little burrito. That’s how they do it these days. Send them
home from the hospital wrapped up so tight, hard to get them out to change they diaper. You a
Kroger plus customer?”
“Huh? Oh, Yeh,” Don said, and plugged in his phone number. The woman placed each
item in its own plastic bag. Don hadn’t thought of how to get home with so much stuff carrying
the baby.
“Y'all be safe out there. And stay warm,” she said.
“Yeh, you too.”
He managed to move all the items into three bags and carried those with his right hand
while he cradled the baby next to his chest with his left. His precarious balancing made the walk
home take nearly an hour. The baby was very much awake and vocal by the time he made it into
his apartment.
He made a nest on the couch with blankets. Took out the formula and began reading the
directions. Made a bottle and went to feed the baby. Lifted her out of the blankets and realized
she wet her gown. He laid her back down on the couch and began the arduous task of changing
her diaper. The baby was indeed a girl. He bought newborn size Huggies and hoped they fit.
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“What’s your name” he asked the baby as she sucked down her first bottle. He tried to
remember every scene from the tv shows and movies he’d seen with babies. He knew to burp her
after the bottle. He laid her over his shoulder and started to tap her back. After a few seconds he
could feel something moist through the top of his shirt. She spit up all over his shoulder. Next
time I’ll need to put a cloth down. He cleaned her mouth and changed his shirt. He walked
around his apartment and cradled her in his arms.
“How about Ava? Are you an Ava?” he asked. Her little eyes darted about the room. “I
think we’ll call you Ava, if that’s all right by you.”
He walked the baby into his bedroom. He took his pillows and used them as a makeshift
crib on the right side of the bed. He laid little Ava down in between the fluffy walls, and the
magnitude of what he’d done hit him all at once. I have someone one’s child here, he thought.
God almighty. People fry for this sort of thing. Don went into a panic and paced around the
apartment. The clock said ten-thirty. Too late to call his mother. If he called the cops now,
there'd be questions. What if the mother had fallen down and froze to death? Was he complicit if
he hadn’t called for help? Twisted scenarios raced through his brain. He’d be eaten alive in
prison. Any attempt at sodomy would break him in two. He went to his cupboard and grabbed a
couple of Xanax. He filled up a glass out of the tap and stood there staring at the drain after he
took his pills. What was I thinking? I don’t know anything about babies. The pills would calm
him down if he could wait it out. He went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth. A wave of
tranquility washed over him and he knew he could worry about it in the morning. He laid down
next to Ava and watched her sleep until his eyes grew heavy.
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He awoke startled. It was still dark out. Ava lay next to him crying. We know her lungs
aren’t damaged, Don thought. He lifted her out of her makeshift crib and took her into the
kitchen, instinctively bouncing her up and down in his arms.
“It’s ok,” he said. “Here’s your milk.” He looked at the clock. 1am. Don remembered
more of the movies he’d seen with newborns. The parents never slept.
Ava awoke him again at three and five, and at seven he was up for good. He made
himself a pot of coffee while Ava’s bottle warmed. It was still coming down outside. The
original layers of ice slush had been covered by a fine powder several inches thick. Don couldn’t
recall a time in Memphis when he saw more snow. He considered the fact that he might have the
next day or two off.
The baby needed more clothes. She’d soaked through her onesie, and he swaddled her in
blankets. This was all becoming very real. He thought about taking some more Xanax, but it was
so early. Was there even anywhere near his apartment to buy baby clothes? He had no car seat
and the roads looked treacherous. He thought the Family Dollar might have something, but then
again they probably weren’t open. The whole city was probably shut down. He scavenged
through his dresser drawers for something to swaddle her in. He found an old giveaway t-shirt
from a Redbirds game he and the wife had gone to when they first moved to town. He hadn’t
worn the shirt in years. He held it up to his face and inhaled. It still had that detergent smell his
wife used. He switched to the no-perfume, no-dye all-natural hippy garbage a few years back to
appease his allergies. But this, this still smelled like the good stuff, that All Temper Cheer his
wife used.
She hadn't always been so cruel to him. They met in college, and even then he knew she
was out of his league, but for whatever reason she laughed at his self deprecating jokes, and held
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onto his arm as they walked in public. Eventually Don didn’t feel so beneath her. They got
married and settled into a nice suburban neighborhood in Denver. She was the real breadwinner
of the family, which was fine with Don. He taught high school the first couple years, but
eventually landed a job writing copy at an ad firm downtown. He’d just been promoted when his
wife came home one night to tell him the news of her transfer.
“That’s great,” he said. “What an opportunity.”
“It really is,” she said. “This is the big time, Don. Six figures.” And that was that. They
moved to Memphis, and in those first few weeks he felt the distance creep between them. She
worked longer and longer hours until most nights Don was in bed asleep by the time she got
home. He had inclinations that she might be cheating on him, but he wondered why she
would’ve drug him down here to Memphis just to ditch him. Maybe it was the humidity, maybe
it was the stress of the new position. Either way, she was done with him. She told him he could
have the house, which might have seemed more generous if he wasn’t unemployed. He had no
luck finding a gig with any ad agencies in town. So he lost the house and ended up teaching. And
here he was, looking into the eyes of an abandoned child he found the night before. Home of the
blues, birthplace of rock and roll.
Don called his mother.
“Hey Ma,” he said. He still clung to the chivalrous notion of raising Ava and seeing her
off to college, a triumph against adversity. But it was fleeting. He was confronted with the fact
he needed to get her a birth certificate. A social security card. He’d have to take her to the
pediatrician. Was she healthy? Maybe that’s why her mother abandoned her. Maybe she had a
weak heart.
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“Donny, it’s so good to hear your voice. I saw all the snow you’ve been getting. The
Weather Channel said they’re close to declaring a state of emergency.” His mom lived down in
Orlando, and treated the Weather Channel like an oracle, reveling in the schadenfreude of others’
winter misery.
“Yeh, it’s pretty bad. Don’t think I’ve ever seen it this cold here.” He looked out his
window. The snow was still coming down. God damn, he thought.
“You know Bill and I are headed to the islands next week? He surprised me with tickets
at Christmas.”
“No,no. Didn’t know that. Congratulations.” Don tried to hide the cynicism in his voice.
His mother called the Bahamas the islands. It drove him nuts. His mother and Bill went at least
twice a year. He thought she’d have grown tired of it by now.
“Yes. Can’t wait to escape this Florida cold.”
“What’s the temp there?” he asked.
“72.”
“Sounds like a real blizzard down there. Anyway, what do you remember about babies?
How often are they supposed to go to the doctor?”
“Did you knock someone up? Please tell me it isn’t one of your students? I know all
about that man in Nashville. Did you see that? He drove that poor girl out to California. Only 15.
Sick, sick son of a bitch. He was 50.”
“No, Ma, I haven’t knocked anybody up. Jesus. I was just curious. I’ve got a friend. A
guy I teach with. He’s got a newborn. He asked me to cover some after-school stuff for him. Said
he’s taking the kid to doctor.”
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“It’s been 45 years since I had a newborn, Donny. But I suppose nowadays they want you
to bring them every week or so. For their shots. Although I saw on Oprah that those vaccines are
poison.
“Ok, Ma. Thanks.”
“You were an awful baby. Just awful. You had the colic. Cried all the time.”
“Ok, Ma.”
“You know, if you hadn’t been so bad, I might’ve thought about having another one. But
by the time you were out of diapers I was done. Done. I aged a good ten years those first six
months. I had the biggest bags under my eyes. I was lucky your father didn’t run off with his
secretary.”
“Ok, Ma.”
“Maybe that’s why you had such trouble making friends when you were older. You
weren’t happy unless I was holding you. I didn’t have a moment’s peace until I sent you off to
kindergarten. And even then the teacher had to pry you off my leg.”
“Ok, Ma.”
“I was so happy when you met Lauren. She was so good for you, Donny. Have you seen
her lately?”
“No, Ma. I’m not sure if she even still lives in town.”
“You know, most of us only get one shot at true love. I’m so lucky to have found Bill
after your father passed. I was afraid I was going to be alone forever.”
“I know, Ma.”
“He came in like a knight in shining armor. Riding a white stallion. Such a handsome
man.”
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“I know, Ma.”
“Donny when you gonna find yourself another nice girl like Lauren? I worry about you
all alone there. I worry about your mental state, you know? It’s not good to spend so much time
alone.”
“Ma, I teach eight hours a day. I’m around people all day long.”
“Those are high school kids, Donny. You need to be around some adults. You need to
find a wife. I’m worried I’ll never have grandkids.” Don could hear her start to sniffle. “You
shouldn’t have bought all that Three Stooges garbage. That’s why she left you.”
“That’s not why.” Don had collected Three Stooges memorabilia since he was a freshman
in high school. Posters, glasses, videos. But the coup de grat was when he got Moe Howard’s
bowling ball off Ebay. It was five grand, but so worth it. His wife always gave a pass to his
collection, but that bowling ball brought down her fury. She gave Don the choice of returning it
or sleeping downstairs alone. He sent it back and soon got rid of his whole collection in an
attempt to appease his her.
“I’m sure I’ll meet someone soon. OK? There’s still plenty of time for grandkids. You’re
only 67.”
“Bill’s sister is 65 and has eight. Eight, Donny.”
“It’s been nice talking. I gotta go, Ma.”
“I love you, Donny. Come visit, ok?”
“Sure thing, Ma. Love you, too.”
Don sat down and watched Ava sleep. He wondered what it might feel like to have a
baby. To carry one inside of you. What kind of bond that might create between two people. He
knew it varied from person to person. He’d read books describing families in war torn nations.
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The mother laying herself down in front of her children, asking the militia to take her instead, or
trying to block the spray of bullets with her body to protect her children. What the fuck had
happened to his mother to make her feel the way she did? Maybe she wasn’t genetically fit to be
a mother. But his mother wasn't unfit, she was just odd. He saw the affection of other mothers.
Moms who were proud of their children no matter what. He saw it one time at a Denny’s. There
he was, sitting alone in his booth, pushing the remnants of his Grand Slam breakfast around his
plate, when an older woman across the aisle from him caught his eye.
“That’s my daughter,” the woman said, as she pointed to a middle aged, redhead waitress
a few yards away.
“That’s nice,” Don said.
“She’s the best. Makes me so proud.”
Don smiled, but inside he was baffled. How could she be proud of a Denny’s waitress?
That’s a job for the unemployable, he thought. He glanced at the older woman again. She smiled
with an affection Don had never known. How wonderful, Don thought, to have someone whose
sheer presence on Earth brings you pleasure. Don realized that he wasn’t sure if he’d ever felt
pride. He felt lucky his wife had married him, but he was unworthy, and never felt proud she
married him.
He brushed the thick hair on Ava’s head back and forth with his index finger. Her little
body rose and fell in a rhythmic pattern with each breath. So peaceful, Don thought. He took out
his phone and sat it there next to her, and imagined himself saying the words Ma, I’ve found a
baby.
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